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Mission and Introduction to The Association for 
Christians in Student Development:
 
The Association for Christians in Student Development (ACSD) 
is comprised of professionals who seek to bring their commitment to 
Jesus Christ together with their work in college student development. 
Through the exchange of ideas, encouragement of networking, regional 
and annual conferences, and application of scriptural principles to 
developmental theory, ACSD seeks to enable its members to be more 
effective in ministering to students.
The roots of ACSD go back to the 1950s with the formation of the 
Christian Association of Deans of Women and the Association of 
Christian Deans and Advisors of Men. The two groups merged in 
1980, reflecting a commitment to work together with mutual respect. 
ACSD has grown and currently represents more than 1,100 individuals 
from more than 250 institutions. While membership originally centered 
in Bible institutes, Bible colleges, and Christian liberal arts colleges, 
the Association has committed itself to linking up with colleagues in 
all institutions of higher education, both public and private. In support 
of this emphasis, the Association has sponsored prayer breakfasts and 
workshops in conjunction with annual conferences presented by major 
student affairs associated organizations.
Membership in ACSD is open to all persons who have or are 
preparing for responsibilities in student development areas in higher 
education and who are in agreement with ACSD’s doctrinal statement, 
constitution, and bylaws. Members receive the Association’s newsletter, 
free access to placement services, reduced rates at annual conferences, 
and copies of Growth: The Journal of the Association for Christians in Student 
Development.
In keeping with the mission and goals of the Association, 
the purposes of Growth: The Journal of The Association for 
Christians in Student Development are:
• To provide a forum for members to publish original research.
• To encourage the membership to be active in scholarship.
• To provide members with access to beneficial resource material  
   intended to inform good practice.
• To stimulate research in Christian student affairs.
Dear Readers: 
In the strange year that we are experiencing, this year of “lockdown,” and 
“stay-at-home,” and separation, and uncertainty, we believe that it is critical 
to remain steadfast in looking for ways to accomplish the work to which 
we have been called. In that spirit, we hope that that this, the nineteenth 
edition of Growth: The Journal of the Association for Christians in Student 
Development will be a help and an encouragement to you as you seek to 
do the same. For nineteen years Growth has strived to provide readers 
with relevant original research and pertinent professional development to 
aid in our work with college students. We trust that you have found this 
information useful to your work and that you will find the articles and 
book reviews in this current issue to be helpful in informing your work as 
educators. 
This year more than ever we must express our gratitude to those who work 
to make Growth possible, including Julia VanderMolen, Student Success 
Specialist at Calvin University who serves in the role of Book Review 
Editor, as well as the Associate Editor in Chief, Austin Smith, and the 
Associate Editor, Eli Casteel, who have provided guidance to the review 
of materials and publication processes of the journal. Though these team 
members are always vital in the process of creating this publication, this 
year their contributions were even more significant. It is no exaggeration 
to say that without their efforts, guidance, and direction, this issue would 
not have been completed. They, along with our peer review team, have put 
forth great effort to produce an edition that represents strong scholarship 
and is diverse in its coverage of topics.
We particularly want to encourage you, the reader, to consider submitting 
manuscripts for possible inclusion in future issues of Growth; the next 
edition will be published in the spring of 2021. Publication guidelines 
are included in this issue on the inside of the back cover and are also 
available via the Association for Christians in Student Development 
web site: www.acsd.org/participate/write-for-growth-journal/. We are 
especially interested in manuscripts presenting original or basic research 
and encourage anyone who has recently completed a graduate thesis or 
dissertation to submit an article.
The publication team would like to thank you for your support of Growth: 
The Journal of the Association for Christians in Student Development. We 
hope your reading of it will be both engaging and challenging.
Sincerely,
Dr. Skip Trudeau, Co-Editor




Growth Editorial Review Board
Austin Smith, Associate Editor in Chief
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The landscape of higher education is rapidly evolving. The 
amenities arms race is in full swing as institutions vie for student 
attention, choice, and dollars. The very competition that wins in-
stitutions their best and brightest, and affords institutional sur-
vival, bolsters a consumer mindset amongst students that under-
mines the learner-centered values institutions exist to espouse. 
Current cultural and societal norms, along with the actions of 
institutions themselves—treating students as customers—have 
unsurprisingly left students and higher education profession-
als facing a new challenge: determining how to helpfully engage 
consumer-minded students to help them become better learn-
ers. This paper explores one approach—utilizing the language of 
faith—that emerged as an answer to this question within a larger 
study.  Further, this paper discusses and explores the implica-
tions of this claim—within the consumer-learner paradox—for 
higher education professionals, specifically those working at 
faith-based institutions.
In the Business of Learning: Faithful Consumerism
Jessica Martin, MA




Consumeristic thinking, resulting from rising levels of competition 
within the higher education marketplace, is an increasingly prevalent 
reality among students. In evaluating such competition, Derek Bok 
(2013) offers, “The effort and initiative that rivalry inspires are to the 
good when directed toward goals that are clearly worthwhile. They are 
not so advantageous, however, when universities compete with one an-
other in pursuing aims of more questionable nature” (p. 389). As en-
rollment continues to rise, competition for the best students escalates. 
To maintain enrollment levels and thus revenue, institutions compete 
for students by offering bigger and better facilities (Eckel & King, 2004; 
Sightlines, 2016). The most recent State of Facilities in Higher Education 
report notes, “In the last century, colleges and universities have become 
more residential and offer more campus services, like dining and recre-
ation options, to make living on campuses more attractive to prospec-
tive students” (Sightlines, 2016, p. 5). Sadly, “students often demand that 
more fun stuff, rather than deep learning occur” within new buildings 
(McCluskey, 2016), thus actively increasing cost with little regard to ed-
ucational quality. Moreover, students and parents increasingly question 
the long-term value of investing in a college degree (Manning, 2015). 
In trying to both prove worth and justify cost, colleges and universities 
may be entering into a downward spiral of accommodating and market-
ing to student preference for entertainment and comfort through mate-
rial provisions. In doing so, institutions reinforce students’ perceptions 
of themselves as consumers of universities. However, the fundamental 
purposes of educational institutions have long been to grow students 
as learners and critical thinkers. As such, one might assume that when 
higher education institutions are fulfilling their intended purposes—
purposing to develop students as learners and thinkers—there might be 
natural dissuasion of such consumeristic ideation. Accordingly, a gap 
in the literature leaves room for further understanding the relationship 
between consumerism and student learning as well as the impact of a 
liberal education on consumer mindsets of students. 
This paper focuses primarily on the implications of a single theme that 
emerged during a much larger study. The following research question 
guided the portion of the study most relevant to this paper:
To what aspects of their liberal education would students attribute in-
creases or decreases in consumeristic thinking and learning?
8
Literature Review
The Student as Consumer Paradigm
Thinking “student” is congruent with “consumer” is the basis of the stu-
dent consumer analogy, which views education as transactional (Snare, 
1997, p. 122). Consumer ideology asserts education is a buyable and sell-
able product and that students can pay money in exchange for knowl-
edge (Snare, 1997). Klinger (n.d.) astutely points out the ways consum-
erism pervades cultural identity, even impacting the language students 
and educators use. She explains “students ‘get’ grades rather than earn 
them, and ‘go to’ or ‘attend’ college rather than contribute to the learning 
and educational processes” (Klinger, n.d., p. 5). 
Consequently, the world of higher education becomes a marketplace 
where people gather to “buy and sell their wares” (McMillan & Cheney, 
1996, p. 2).  McMillan and Cheney explain that with the development of 
capitalism, “the buyer assumed a more central position in an economic 
system characterized (at least some of the time) by open competition”—
further fostering a consumeristic culture (pp. 2-3). Institutions are then 
compelled to market to consumers in order to sell their product. Bok 
(2003) laments, “Observing these trends, I worry that commercializa-
tion may be changing the nature of academic institutions in ways we will 
come to regret” (p. x). 
Sheth, Newman, and Gross (1991) identify five consumption values 
they believe influence consumer choice: functional value; social value; 
emotional value; epistemic value; and conditional value. Sheth et al. 
explain functional value involves perceived utility and a “capacity for 
functional, utilitarian, or physical performance” and is “traditionally…
viewed as the primary driver of consumer choice” (p. 160). Epistemic 
value, which is measured in terms of arousing curiosity, providing nov-
elty, or satisfying a desire for knowledge (Sheth et al., 1991), takes a back 
seat to functional value, especially within higher education today. The 
Higher Education Research Institute’s 2015 national survey of incom-
ing freshmen gives ample evidence of this reality. Incoming college stu-
dents are increasingly concerned with getting a return on investment. Of 
all incoming freshmen participating in the 2015 study, 81.9% deemed 
“being very well off financially” as an essential or very important objec-
tive and 85% deemed “being able to get a better job” as a very impor-
tant factor in deciding to go to college (Eagan et al., 2015).  Freshmen 
also identified academic reputation and future job prospects as the top 
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reasons for choosing a particular college (Eagan et al., 2015). Delucchi 
and Korgen (2002) voice concern over the way this consumeristic atti-
tude increasingly sees universities as places where pre-established needs 
can be bought and sold (p. 101). 
Much research has gone into identifying characteristics of students 
which are thought to have emerged out of consumeristic thinking. These 
characteristics include academic entitlement (Delucchi & Korgen, 2002; 
Fairchild & Crage, 2014; Marshall et al., 2015; Singleton et al., 2010; 
Snare, 1997), disengagement and lack of personal responsibility (Deluc-
chi & Korgen, 2002; Fairchild & Crage, 2014; Marshall et al., 2015; Plun-
kett, 2014), an emphasis on entertainment (Delucchi & Korgen, 2002; 
Plunkett, 2014), and a need for control (Singleton et al., 2010). Under-
standing student consumer dispositions is important in understanding 
the ways consumerism impacts learning. 
Consumerism’s Subversion of Educational Values
With the student-consumer model, higher education has willingly 
shifted toward a business model. This shift proves troubling as the mis-
sion of a business is fundamentally at odds with that of an educational 
institution (Delucchi & Korgen, 2002; Fairchild & Crage, 2014; Harris, 
2007; McMillan & Cheney, 1996). Potts (2005) even goes so far as to say 
“the consumer model of higher education marks a fundamental assault 
on higher education, destroying it from within” (p. 55). This shift is one 
that Fairchild and Crage (2014) note is synonymous with the change 
from viewing education as a public good—developing democratic and 
well-rounded citizens capable of advancing society—to viewing educa-
tion as a tool meant primarily for private social advancement. Not only 
so, but while the traditional mission of higher education is to facilitate 
learning, businesses exist largely to make a profit. In order to increase 
profit margins, businesses employ certain practices that, when extended 
to education, are harmful. 
For example, it is common knowledge that the best business is the one 
with the most profit, gained by attracting either an increased number 
of customers or customers willing to pay more for a given product 
(Davis, 2011). To acquire more high-paying customers, institutions 
market to students based on demand and satisfaction. Such a customer-
centric model is accompanied by the belief, in word and practice, that 
“the customer is always right.” A business model holds that when stu-
dents complain classes are too boring, hard, or uncomfortable—they 
are right. Unfortunately, such a mentality is at odds with feelings of 
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dissonance—identified as a central catalyst to learning in psychosocial 
and cognitive development theories (Evans et al., 2010). 
Delucchi and Korgen (2002) address and counter a business model for 
higher education saying, “A folk wisdom of the market—that the cus-
tomer is always right—can be pedagogically irresponsible when adopted 
in the classroom” (p. 106). Students often avoid discomfort, challenge, 
and constructive criticism (Delucchi & Korgen, 2002; Fairchild & Crage, 
2014)—even though these typically cause the deepest levels of academic 
growth. Quite literally in education, the student is not always right (Fair-
child & Crage, 2014) and certainly not always comfortable. Davis (2011) 
clarifies the interaction between dissonance and learning:
Especially where values, ethics, and deeply ingrained 
traditions are associated, feelings of anger and resentment 
(natural to disequilibrium) often occur. Educational 
institutions are uniquely called on by society… to challenge 
students to more deeply integrate for themselves a more 
cogent, differentiated understanding. (p. 87)
Davis further explains the educator always holds some level of exper-
tise. Otherwise, students would not likely pay tuition to learn from him 
or her (Davis, 2011). 
In summary, consumeristic thinking subverts traditional educational 
values. Operating an institution under business assumptions subverts 
the core educational value of student learning by shifting institutional 
focus away from student growth in favor of customer satisfaction. More-
over, when consumer-minded students view themselves as customers 
to be satisfied, student dispositions fostering learning are undermined. 
Conclusion
Current literature suggests the rising prevalence of consumeristic 
thinking among college students threatens traditional values of educa-
tion. A transactional mindset of payment for product results in shifting 
student expectations. Students expect institutions to satisfy them as cus-
tomers by conferring academic outcomes in the forms of grades and de-
grees. Consequently, students feel academically entitled, are disengaged, 
desire to be entertained, and assume a right to control comfort levels in 
their learning environments.  Such characteristics oppose the values of 
involvement and disequilibrium foundational to learning.
In his article The Threats to Liberal Arts Colleges, Paul Neely (1999) ad-
dresses the way liberal arts colleges “may be slowly undermined by the 
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economics of their business and the marketing of their product…the re-
sults [possibly] challeng[ing] the very purpose for which those schools 
exist” (pp. 29-30). Though the article represents the large-scale effects 
of consumerism on liberal arts institutions, the literature fails to show 
how one’s education promotes or impedes consumer orientations. Fur-
thermore, the literature reveals very little concerning if and how these 
mentalities change, especially in an environment—such as a Christian 
or liberal arts institution—where one might expect shifts in consumer-
istic thinking to occur.
Methodology
The larger study explored the relationships between students’ con-
sumer orientations, learner identities, and experiences at a liberal 
arts institution using a two-phase embedded sequential design. The 
quantitative first phase of the study employed a correlational design 
in which a survey instrument relating consumerism and learning 
dispositions of students was utilized. The survey also included two open-
ended response items. In the second phase, qualitative semi-structured 
interviews were conducted to explore students’ perceptions of their 
university’s impact on their consumer orientations. Because this 
paper focuses on the implications of a theme that emerged during the 
qualitative phase of the research, presented methodology is limited only to 
relevant methodologies. 
Participants 
Data collection occurred at a small, Christian, liberal arts institution 
in the Midwest. The population of the residential institution is approxi-
mately 2,000 students. The survey was completed by about 222 students 
and the focus group consisted of six participants. For the purposes of the 
larger study, the survey was administered in two required courses, one a 
freshman course and one a senior. Otherwise, both groups were roughly 
representative of the demographics of the larger institution and repre-
sented a wide variety of majors.
Procedure
The qualitative phase assessed student perceptions of their own con-
sumer and learner orientations through two open-ended survey items 
followed by a semi-structured focus group interview. After emailing se-
lected participants to schedule the focus group, the researcher gave par-
ticipants a handout with brief explanations of a consumer and a learn-
er—to help focus responses on the constructs in the study. The researcher 
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asked a series of questions concerning the participant’s perceptions of the 
ways in which his or her liberal arts education impacted his or her con-
sumer orientation and the complex nature of the relationship between 
consumerism and learning. Since the overall study employed an embed-
ded design, the qualitative interview questions emerged out of the first 
phase of the study (Creswell, 2012, p. 556). A phenomenological design 
was used to describe the essence of individuals’ shared experiences of a 
common concept or phenomenon (Creswell, 2009, p. 76). The research 
explored the phenomenon of student consumerism. In developing a tex-
tural description and a structural description of student experiences, the 
researcher sought to develop “a composite description of the essence of 
the experience for all the individuals” (Creswell, 2009, p. 76-80). 
Analysis
The data gathered from the open-ended responses was explored and 
used to develop codes (Creswell, 2012, p. 243). The researcher first ex-
plored the data to attain a general sense and then coded the data (Cre-
swell, 2012, p. 243). As Creswell (2012) recommended, the researcher 
“divide[d] [data] into text or image segments, label[ed] the segments with 
codes, examine[d] codes for overlap and redundancy, and collapse[d] 
these codes into broad themes” (p. 243). In doing so, the researcher 
began to make sense out of the data to answer the research questions.
Results
The qualitative findings explore the complex relationship existing be-
tween consumerism and learning. The open-ended questions intention-
ally allowed students to identify the components of their education they 
thought did or did not impact their thinking as consumers and learn-
ers. The subsequent focus group then gave participants opportunities to 
clarify further themes identified in the open-ended responses. 
Similar to the existing literature, throughout qualitative data collec-
tion, students consistently held consumerism and learning apart from 
one another as if the two variables—competing for limited attention—
exist on opposite ends of a spectrum. Students are undeniably aware of 
the forces of consumerism at play in the education system of which they 
are a part, openly identifying themselves as consumers out of a neces-
sity to deal with the very real pressures they face to get jobs, pay back 
debt, etc. 
That being said, for students who ideally would like to be learners 
rather than consumers, faith proved an important factor in informing 
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an emphasis on learning. For at least 47 survey participants (21%), an 
educational emphasis on faith—linking to a sense of spiritual vocation—
served as the primary motivator for learning. While some students ex-
pressed an emphasis on learning as a means of glorifying God in their 
current context and role, others emphasized the importance of being 
learners in the present because of their calling to glorify God in their 
specific field upon graduation. In considering the role of faith, focus 
group participants equated learning with truth-seeking, saying, “the 
pursuit of that truth is, in a sense, like worship . . . and tying that into 
my faith and saying, like, this is also like a pursuit of God.” Due to an 
institutional emphasis on faith, students claimed to be more aware of 
the importance of stewarding learning opportunities and abilities as a 
means of glorifying God. 
Thus, the study yielded a meaningful answer to the question, “To what 
aspects of their liberal education would students attribute increases or 
decreases in consumeristic thinking and learning?” To the students sur-
veyed, the fact that their institution was academically and culturally 
rooted in faith—specifically Christianity—helped them aspire toward 
and identify more readily as learners. 
Implications
There is no doubt that increasingly present consumeristic narratives 
and tendencies affect both students and institutions. Given the high cost 
of college, students would be naïve never to consider the value of their 
degree in an increasingly competitive job market. Conversely, adminis-
trators understand that failing to impress and compete for prospective 
students has the potential to impact enrollment in ways that threaten 
the very survival of the institution. Within this consumer context, in-
stitutions are wrong to assume student consumers are entirely fixed or 
one-dimensional in their mindsets. However, students undeniably do 
arrive at institutions needing help unravelling the complex relationship 
between consumerism and learning. Students—both bound by the reali-
ties of consumerism and deeply desiring to be learners—are struggling 
to make sense of an educational system that treated them as consumers 
when high school students, but now chides them for acting accordingly 
on campus. 
The literature provides evidence of the way scholars—professors, staff, 
and administrators—too often view student consumers through a lens 
of overwhelming negativity. Instead, educators, particularly Christian 
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educators, ought to recognize the present reality students are facing, 
extend grace, and look forward with hope by intentionally embracing 
both student realities. In this way, students might similarly be taught 
to embrace both their consumer and learner identities, acknowledging 
how the two might be brought together in a balanced relationship. In 
an increasingly consumeristic culture, institutions have a heightened 
responsibility to help students grow as learners—pushing students to 
become their self-proclaimed ideal selves—without fostering an igno-
rance of very real cultural and societal pressures revealed within students’ 
consumer mentalities. 
To this end, faith—particularly the Christian faith—played a far more 
significant role in promoting learning than expected. As such, it is a cru-
cial component to helping students navigate the consumer-learner para-
dox. But what are the practical implications of such claims for educa-
tors? The implications are plentiful, but require investment on the part 
of educators to reframe the perceptions surrounding both consumer-
ism and learning by engaging both realities within thoughtful dialogue 
with students. Particularly for those serving at Christian and other faith-
based institutions, ample opportunities exist for leaders and educators 
to engage in these types of conversations because the common faith lan-
guage already present on most of these campuses allows Christian edu-
cators to reshape dialogue on consumerism and learning in extremely 
helpful ways. 
For example, career offices at faith-based institutions regularly use the 
language of vocation, purpose, and calling when counselling students. 
Within the contexts of these conversations, educators can clearly and 
directly challenge students to think critically about the importance of 
learning as a means of living out one’s calling, either in the present as 
a student or in the future as a professional. Such conversations should 
be the norm outside of the calling and career office as well. Profes-
sors and staff across disciplines should seek to help students view their 
learning in terms of present and future calling, beseeching students to 
glorify God with their minds and actions. Students would likely ben-
efit from engaging professionals from calling and career offices early 
on in their academic career, maybe during orientation or in a required 
freshman course. 
Similarly, instilling the Christian value of stewardship is incredibly 
meaningful. While many higher education professionals—not want-
ing to encourage negative dispositions in students—altogether avoid 
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the topic of consumerism, reframing the conversation in terms of 
stewardship allows educators to move toward positive conversations of 
consumerism. Instead of shying away from conversations about the high 
cost of a private Christian education, educators can embrace the conver-
sation with new purpose. Encouraging—not hindering—student aware-
ness of the high cost of education allows space to talk about the respon-
sibility that comes with opportunity. Moreover, opportunity invokes the 
idea that education is a gift not afforded to all. Graciously accepting such 
a gift involves maximizing one’s experience by taking advantage of the 
many ways an institution provides for students’ holistic development. 
Students engaged in conversations of education rooted in faith are being 
developed into fortunate maximizers rather than entitled minimizers. 
Thus, administrators and leaders ought to get excited about the growth 
occurring when faith is allowed to inform and animate learning.
Limitations
The most significant limitation in the study is the institution type: a 
small, private, Christian liberal arts institution. Additionally, all aspects 
of the study were voluntary. Students who participated—especially in 
qualitative portions—likely were interested in the topic. Moreover, the 
study intentionally included only freshmen and seniors as a means of 
exploring change in perceptions over time. However, doing so left out 
current sophomores and juniors whose perspectives may not be accu-
rately portrayed by senior participants’ reflections. Lastly, though the re-
searcher employed bracketing to avoid introducing any personal bias, 
some may be evident. 
Future Research
This paper focuses on the role faith plays within the consumer-learner 
paradigm, a single theme that emerged during a larger study that had no 
initial focus on exploring faith at all. Therefore, future studies explor-
ing the relationships between various Christian educational approaches 
and either consumerism or learning would expand the existing literature 
base significantly.
Conclusion
Part of the challenge of the consumer-learner paradox is that neither 
aspect can be ignored by students in today’s educational context nor 
ignored by higher education institutions. In many ways, students, as 
well as higher education faculty and administrators, need to acknowl-
edge the very real and pressing consumer realities (i.e., getting a job, 
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paying off debt, etc.). However, students are currently left trying to find 
an appropriate balance between the two. Though a potentially daunt-
ing task, institutional leaders ought to find encouragement in the tre-
mendous opportunities existing to provide students the environments 
and supports needed to engage and grow as learners. Faith—already a 
part of the institutional context of so many of this journal’s readers—
plays an important role in providing students the framework necessary 
for better navigating the consumer-learner paradox during their for-
mative college years. When educators work to this end, institutions are 
better positioned to fulfill their foundational purposes, namely student 
growth and learning.
References
Bok, D. (2003). Universities in the marketplace: The commercialization of 
higher education. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Bok, D. (2013). Higher Education in America. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press.
Creswell, J. W. (2009). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed 
method approaches (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications.
Creswell, J. W. (2012). Educational research: Planning, conducting, and 
evaluating quantitative and qualitative research (4th ed.). Upper Saddle 
River, NJ: Pearson Education. 
Davis, T. (2011). In this age of consumerism, what are the implications of 
giving students what they want?: Have it your way U. In Baxter Magolda, 
M. B., & Magolda, P. M. (Eds.) Contested issues in student affairs: Diverse 
perspectives and respectful dialogue (pp. 85-96) Sterling, VA: Stylus 
Publishing.
Delucchi, M., & Korgen, K. (2002). “We’re the customer-we pay the tuition”: 
Student consumerism among undergraduate sociology majors. Teaching 
Sociology, 30(1), 100–107. https://doi.org/10.2307/3211524
Eagan, K., Stolzenberg, E. B., Bates, A. K., Aragon, M. C., Suchard, M. R., 
& Rios-Aguilar, C. (2015). The American freshman: National norms fall 
2015. Los Angeles: Higher Education Research Institute, UCLA.  
Eckel, P. D., & King, J. E. (2004) An overview of higher education in the United 
States: Diversity, access, and the role of the marketplace. Washington, DC: 
American Council on Education. 
Evans, N. J., Forney, D. S., Guido, F. M., Patton, L. D., & Renn, K. A. (2010). 
Student development in college: Theory, research, and practice (2nd ed.). 
San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
In the Business of Learning
SPRING 2020
17
Fairchild, E., & Crage, S. (2014). Beyond the debates: Measuring and 
specifying student consumerism. Sociological Spectrum, 34(5), 403–420. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02732173.2014.937651
Harris, M. S. (2007). Out out, damned spot: General education in a market-
driven institution. The Journal of General Education, 55(3), 186–200. 
https://doi.org/10.1353/jge.2007.0001
King, P. M., Brown, M. K., Lindsay, N. K., & VanHecke, J. R. (2007). Liberal 
arts student learning outcomes: An integrated approach. About Campus, 
12(4), 2-9. 
Klinger, K. (n.d.). Drive-through education: Consumerism & higher education. 
Unpublished manuscript, Baylor University, Waco, Texas. 
Manning, K. (2015, August 20). Contemporary challenges facing American 
higher education. Huffington Post. Retrieved from http://www.
huffingtonpost.com 
Marshall, J. E., Fayombo, G., & Marshall, R. (2015). I paid for it, so I deserve 
it! examining psycho-educational variables and student consumerist 
attitudes to higher education. International Journal of Higher Education, 
4(4), 73–80.
McCluskey, N. (2016, December 21). Do colleges have an edifice complex, an 
amenities arms race, or both?. Cato Institute. Retrieved from https://www.
cato.org/blog/do-colleges-have-edifice-complex-amenities-arms-race-or-
both 
McMillan, J. J., & Cheney, G. (1996). The student as consumer: The 
implications and limitations of a metaphor. Communication Education, 
45(1), 1-15.
Molesworth, M., Nixon, E., & Scullion, R. (2009). Having, being and higher 
education: The marketisation of the university and the transformation of 
the student into consumer. Teaching in Higher Education, 14(3), 277-287.
Neely, P. (1999). The threats to liberal arts colleges. Daedalus, 128(1), 27-45.
Plunkett, A. (2014). A’s for everyone: The effect of student consumerism in the 
post-secondary classroom. The Qualitative Report, 19(12), 1–3.
Potts, M. (2005). The consumerist subversion of education. Academic 
Questions, 18(3), 54–64.
Sheth, J. N., Newman, B. I., & Gross, B. L. (1991). Why we buy what we buy: 
A theory of consumption values. Journal of Business Research, 22(2), 
159–170. https://doi.org/10.1016/0148-2963(91)90050-8
Sightlines. (2016). State of facilities in higher education: 2016 benchmarks, best 
practices, and trends. Retrieved from http://www.sightlines.com/insights/
articles/ 
18
Singleton-Jackson, J., Jackson, D., & Reinhardt, J. (2010). Students as 
consumers of knowledge: Are they buying what we’re selling? Innovative 
Higher Education, 35(5), 343–358. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-010-
9151-y
Snare, C. E. (1997). Implications of considering students as consumers. 
College Teaching, 45(4), 122.
In the Business of Learning
SPRING 2020
19
The Leadership Stories of Students of Color at 




Leadership has been identified as an important component of 
higher education and the college student experience (Dugan, 
2006; Komives, Dugan, & Owen, 2011; Shertzer & Schuh, 2004; 
St. John, Rowley, & Hu, 2009). Although there has been an in-
crease in leadership initiatives across higher education, many 
institutions, specifically dominantly White Christian institu-
tions have struggled to find ways to involve students of color in 
leadership. Utilizing a phenomenological approach, this study 
explored the leadership experiences of 11 students of color from 
3 dominantly White Christian institutions (DWI). This article 
will provide a broad overview of the study while focusing on how 
the participants perceived, experienced, and made of meaning 
of the influence of race in shaping their leadership experiences. 
Furthermore, implications for fostering a campus environment 
that better supports and encourages students of color as they 
navigate the leadership journey will be discussed.
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Introduction
The study of leadership has played a significant role in education re-
search and has been an important outcome for higher education. A ma-
jority of institutions in the United States identify leadership as a key 
component of their mission. Although there are a variety of leadership 
initiatives within higher education, many institutions are challenged 
to engage students of color in leadership opportunities. Research has 
indicated students of color who become involved in leadership roles, 
specifically at a dominantly White institutions (DWI), tend to experi-
ence a sense of belonging within the campus community, which shapes 
their overall experience (Johnson et al., 2007; Jones, Castellanos, & Cole, 
2002; Paredes-Collins, 2013; Strayhorn, 2012).
Research on leadership within higher education has traditionally 
examined the experiences of White male students, and only a limited 
amount of research has been done on the experiences of students of 
color. Current research has indicated campus climate and identity de-
velopment significantly affect a student of color’s decision to engage in 
leadership during his or her college experience. For example, researchers 
(Arminio et al., 2000; Baughman & Bruce, 2011; Harper & Quaye, 2007; 
Harper & Quaye, 2009; Hawkins & Larabee, 2009; Littleton, 2002) have 
determined students of color tend to have negative perceptions of main-
stream leadership positions. Mainstream positions within residence life 
and student government represent a more hierarchical approach to lead-
ership versus the communal or collective leadership perceptions and 
practices of people of color (Bordas, 2012). For students of color, becom-
ing a leader at a DWI may require abandoning their cultural identity 
and conforming to the dominant culture, which then negatively affects 
their interactions with peers of their same racial/ethnic group. Feelings 
of exclusion and isolation tend to create a negative perception of campus 
climate for students of color, which often causes them to disengage from 
the college experience (Ancis et al., 2000; Hawkins & Larabee, 2009; 
Rankin & Reason, 2005). Utilizing a phenomenological approach, this 
study examined the dynamics of the leadership experience for students 
of color on dominantly White Christian institutions (DWCI).
The term “predominantly” White is commonly referenced in describ-
ing institutions of higher education at which Whites account for 50% 
or more of student enrollment as well as the institution’s administra-
tion and faculty. For the purpose of this study the term “dominantly” 
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rather than “predominantly” was utilized to capture how language, his-
tory, geographical locations, campus practices and policies, and the 
White demographics define the systemic structures of the institution 
(Collins & Jun, 2017; Gusa, 2010). “Dominantly” accounts for how the 
White cultural ideologies of the institution and the imbalance of racial 
diversity on campus influenced how the participants navigated their 
leadership experiences.
Research has indicated cultural differences, racial/ethnic identity, and 
campus climate influence a student of color’s decision to become in-
volved in leadership. The pages that follow will outline how the partici-
pants perceived, experienced, and made meaning of their experiences as 
student leaders at DWCIs. 
Methodology
As research indicates, student leadership roles enable students to con-
nect with campus culture, to have a positive educational experience, and 
to increase personal development (Astin, 1984; Chambers & Phelps, 
1993). To build upon previous research and explore new forms of stu-
dent leadership experience, this qualitative study was designed to ex-
amine the experience of student leaders of color at dominantly White 
Christian institutions, and to explore the ways these student leaders of 
color perceive, describe, and interpret their leadership experiences. 
The research question that guided this qualitative study’s methodol-
ogy and its phenomenological approach to gathering data was: What are 
the leadership experiences of students of color at Christian, dominant-
ly White institutions, and in what ways has their racial identity shaped 
their experiences? To address this question, a methodology based on a 
phenomenological approach was used to gather data on what the partic-
ipants experienced, how they experienced it, and how they made mean-
ing of their experiences (Sutton & Terrell, 1997). 
Based on the focus of the research, three institutional sites were secured 
within the southern region (i.e., Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, Missis-
sippi, Tennessee, and Texas). Within this region there are several Chris-
tian institutions at which 60% or more of the undergraduate population 
is ethnically White. The rationale for selecting this type of institution 
includes three factors: (a) the limited studies conducted on underrep-
resented student leaders relate to such research sites, (b) the institution 
is based in Christian tradition, and (c) accessibility. At each institution, 
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a gatekeeper, such as administrators or student life staff member, was 
utilized to identify and connect with potential student participants. 
Consistent with guidelines appropriate to phenomenological inves-
tigations, purposeful sampling techniques were employed to identify 
participants. The 11 students that participated in the study identified as 
a non-White and non-international undergraduate student who had a 
willingness to share their leadership experiences. Each participant was 
given a pseudonym to protect his or her identity. Table 1 lists the partici-
pants (by pseudonym) and provides demographic data.  
Table 1. Participant Demographic Information
Participant Age Gender Race/
Ethnicity





SL1 20 Female African 
American
Junior Psychology Bussiness 
Management
Y






SL3 21 Male African 
American




SL4 22 Female Hispanic/
Mexican
Junior Dance Bussiness 
Administration
N
SL5 20 Female African 
American
Sophomore Nursing N/A N





















SL9 23 Male African 
American
Senior History Sports 
Management
N
SL10 20 Female Black & 
Mixed Race
Sophomore Psychology Human Studies Y





Note. The average age was 21 years and 8 of 11 participants had leadership 
experience prior to attending college.
After explaining the purpose and importance of the study, the partici-
pants were invited to participate in a 60- to 90-minute semi-structured 
open-ended interview at the location of his or her choice. Along with the 
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researcher taking and assessing field notes, each interview was audio- 
recorded (with the participant’s permission) and then later profession-
ally transcribed verbatim. 
Findings and Discussion
As Guthrie, Jones, Osteen, and Hu (2013) described, leadership devel-
opment is heavily influenced by environmental factors and “relies on the 
increasing fit between environmental requirements and self-concept” (p. 
32). This article will focus on how race and the influence of culture and 
societal norms shaped the participants’ experiences as student leaders 
within a dominantly White Christian campus. 
The Effects of Being Different
As one participant commented, “Being just a little bit different can 
affect your entire experience” (SL8). Being of a different racial/ethnic 
group caused the respondents to (a) question people’s motives, (b) ques-
tion their own ability as a leader, and (c) feel the pressure of representing 
their race or ethnic group well. For example, one student commented: 
For me, it was hard making a decision becoming a part of this 
team because there was nobody there that looked like me. I was 
thinking, will they take me because I look different? Will they take 
a chance on me because they’ve never had somebody that’s  f r o m 
my culture on their team? It’s harder making a choice when the 
people on the team you want to be a part of looks [sic] different 
than you. (SL4)
This demonstrates the power of a majority culture to sway a student 
of color’s choice to become involved in leadership. Throughout the in-
terviews, the majority of the students described the challenges of being 
one of few students of color serving in a leadership role. Participants 
frequently discussed the importance of having more individuals of color 
in leadership roles so they as leaders will have someone with whom to 
identify and from whom to learn. There is power in peer relationships 
and in seeing other students of color, and it is profoundly important for 
students to have faculty and staff who look similar to them. Students 
have a natural gravitational pull toward peers, faculty, and staff who can 
understand them, identify with them, and relate to their experiences. 
A female student involved with student government explained, “There 
were few people of color…because they see a lot of White people, people 
of color don’t usually think they could fit in…so they didn’t do it” (SL4). 
24
Overall, the participants expressed that the lack of racial representation 
within leadership drove them to become leaders at their institutions.
Why Me?
Willingness, passion, and drive were key motivators for students to 
choose leadership roles. However, as the participants described their 
experiences, they expressed skepticism of others’ motives and feelings 
of obligation to represent their racial/ethnic group well. Because of the 
psychological warfare these experiences create for student leaders of 
color, self-doubt is amplified. As race rose to the forefront of the Korean 
American student’s mind, she began questioning others’ intentions, her 
own leadership abilities, and her ability to fulfill or correct stereotypes 
of Asian Americans (SL8). Another student reflected on the mental toll 
questioning others’ motives can take. She reported being skeptical as to 
whether others were being genuine, or “are they doing this just because 
I’m Black and they just want to make a good impression? Or are they just 
doing it because they genuinely like me?” (SL2). 
Self-doubt creates imposter syndrome, which often causes students 
of color to (a) compare themselves to their peers, (b) feel underqual-
ified, and (c) attribute their leadership roles to their race rather than 
to their own abilities (Peteet, Montgomery, & Weekes, 2015; Sherman, 
2013). Imposter syndrome can have significant implications for student 
leaders of color, because they may (a) disengage from leadership, (b) 
avoid all situations where they can be compared to their white peers, (c) 
constantly feel inadequate to lead, and (d) experience unhealthy 
levels of pressure as they seek to be successful as leaders (Peteet et 
al., 2015; Sherman, 2013). This self-doubt can be exacerbated for 
student leaders of color at DWIs because of the additional challeng-
es surrounding their racial identity (e.g., discrimination). Serving as 
one of few students of color in leadership heightens a student’s level 
of self-doubt. Such students may feel there is a specific role they 
are supposed to fill, and they are not living up to others’ expectations. 
They feel they are constantly in the spotlight, which causes them to 
be more self-conscious about their identity. Finally, they internalize 
their negative views from others and begin to question their legitimacy 
as leaders. 
Disconnecting from Cultural Identity 
Participants also described the perception that being a leader meant 
betraying one’s cultural identity. This perception was influenced 
by the White environment of campus and the White normativity 
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instituted and reinstituted daily within society at large (Moore & Bell, 
2017). For example, the African American basketball player reported 
shifting his language depending on whether he was speaking with fellow 
teammates or with the athletic ministries group (SL3). Other studies de-
scribed similar experiences, in which racial/ethnic minority students re-
counted having to change their verbal and body language when engag-
ing with different groups and events on campus (Arminio et al., 2000; 
Hawkins & Larabee, 2009). Maramba and Velasquez (2012) described 
this as bicultural socialization, as students of color must navigate their 
racial identity with the dominant culture. The pressure of blending their 
culture with the dominant culture of the institution forces them either 
to conform or be ostracized socially (Arminio et al., 2000). Such adap-
tations caused the participants’ peers to believe they were abandoning 
their cultural identity (Wolf-Wendel, Ward, & Kinzie, 2009).
Two African American females illustrated this point when they dis-
cussed their experiences of being called Whitewashed and being White-
shamed by their African American peers. For example, one student real-
ized her perspectives and outlooks changed when she became a leader 
and this, in turn, changed her friends’ perspectives of her. She discussed 
how students of all races considered her to be Whitewashed because, 
according to them, she “talked White” (SL2). Offended by such a state-
ment, she expressed how such a mindset implies only White people 
speak correctly. Perceiving someone to be right or wrong based on the 
way they speak instead of focusing on the content or substance of their 
speech caused this particular student to feel “less of a person of color” 
(SL2). Because she spoke in a certain way, used different terms, and ap-
preciated different music considered to be outside her cultural norm, 
she expressed how others questioned her membership in or loyalty to 
her culture (SL2). 
Such experiences confirmed underrepresented students viewed lead-
ership on campus as White-marked (Arminio et al., 2000; Baughman & 
Bruce, 2011; Guthrie et al., 2013; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Harper & 
Quaye, 2007; Harper & Quaye, 2009; Hawkins & Larabee, 2009; Lavant 
& Terrell, 1994; Littleton, 2002; Lundberg, Schreiner, Hovaguimian, & 
Slavin Miller, 2007; Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009). If a student of color de-
cides to engage in leadership at a dominantly White campus, then that 
student is perceived as choosing to be a part of a system that continues to 




The participants expressed a feeling of “onlyness” which appeared to 
put a significant amount of pressure on them to perform in their leader-
ship roles (Harper et al., 2011). Not only are they constantly speculat-
ing about other’s motives, but also, they feel a burden of responsibility 
to represent their racial/ethnic group. In their research on Black resi-
dent assistants, Harper et al. (2011) described these feelings as “‘only-
ness’—the psychoemotional burden of having to strategically navigate 
a racially politicized space occupied by few peers, role models, and 
guardians from one’s same racial or ethnic group” (p. 190). As was the 
case in the study by Harper et al. (2011), these students felt an inordi-
nate amount of pressure to perform well and feared their failure could 
affect future student leaders of color. For instance, the senior basket-
ball player emphasized the importance of being on his “A-game” while 
being a leader (SL3). When asked to describe what it means to be on his 
A-game, he stated, 
So, my peers, my Caucasian peers, let’s say they’re not prepared for 
a meeting. That’s okay, but I’m gonna make sure that I’m prepared, 
I’m gonna make sure that I’m punctual, and doing everything I 
need to do to represent myself well, to represent my family well, 
and even in some cases to represent my people well, as in African 
American people. (SL3)
Systemic issues within dominantly White institutions can create mo-
ments where student leaders of color feel obligated or forced to repre-
sent their racial/ethnic group, which creates a significant burden for 
these students. 
These feelings are exacerbated when student leaders of color have to 
manage what Huerta and Fishman (2014) defined as “dual-personas” (p. 
95) by serving as student leaders, as outlined in their job descriptions, 
while simultaneously functioning as spokespersons for their entire race, 
fulfilling an unwritten job description generated by the environment of 
dominantly White institution (Doan, 2015; Huerta & Fishman, 2014; 
Solorzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000). This added pressure causes the students 
to worry about how their actions and words may be interpreted and to 
experience stress about their ability to fulfill prevailing stereotypes and 
expectations. Some participants, for instance, discussed having to use 
discernment when interacting and communicating with their various 
teams and groups. 
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These added pressures, burdens, and obligations contribute to a nega-
tive perception of the institution’s racial climate, and they affect students’ 
sense of belonging. As research discusses, having a positive perception 
of campus climate and a sense of belonging are invaluable in recruit-
ing and retaining students of color in leadership roles (Hurtado, 1992; 
Hurtado, Alvarado, & Guillermo-Wann, 2015; Hurtado, Clayton-Peder-
sen, Allen, & Milem, 1998; Hurtado, Milem, Clayton-Pedersen, & Allen, 
1999; Strayhorn, 2008, 2012).
Implications
Research results raise awareness of practices that could enhance the 
interest, engagement, and involvement of students of color in leadership 
while reducing the pressure to represent and dismantle institutional sys-
temic issues. These recommendations provide practical ways for institu-
tions to improve their campus environments to make leadership oppor-
tunities more appealing to underrepresented students.  
Deciding to serve in leadership within the context of a dominantly 
White Christian institution can be exhausting for students of color. As 
has been noted, students feel obligated to perform well both for their 
racial group and for themselves as well as pressured or burdened to fit 
into the dominant culture. These feelings derive from the experience 
of being “the only” in leadership (Lowe, 2017). Institutions need to be 
strategic in minimizing these pressures by changing minority/major-
ity relations, addressing systemic and institutional issues, and creating 
safe spaces. 
Minority/Majority Relations
A paradigm shift is needed in the dynamics of interaction between the 
minority and majority cultures. Institutions have typically focused on 
bringing the underrepresented group into the majority group or inte-
grating individuals of color into the dominant group. Institutions need 
to make institution-wide commitments to develop and implement ini-
tiatives to teach students how to move together instead of expecting the 
minority group to assimilate. The entire community needs to take steps 
toward understanding others in a more inclusive way. 
This more comprehensive and deliberate approach will create, encour-
age, and implement more positive cross-racial interactions (Paredes-
Collins, 2013). Sims (2008) suggested “task- oriented, discussion-based, 
issue focused, and goal-oriented program[s]” are essential if students 
are to have more positive cross-racial interactions (p. 698). Developing 
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co-curricular programs such as student retreats, service-learning proj-
ects, living-learning communities, leadership training, and other interac-
tive initiatives will advance the engagement process. These programs will 
encourage students to work together to accomplish a goal, to understand 
one another, and to build relationships. It will also be important to de-
velop, implement, and sustain seminars, workshops, and programs that 
cultivate intergroup dialogue and improve intercultural understanding, 
social success, and cross-racial communication (Sims, 2008). Finally, 
new student programs can play an important role in creating other op-
portunities for cross-cultural interaction. Affecting such a systemic shift 
will require a collaborative, campus-wide effort by multiple departments 
in order to create a campus culture that intentionally fosters a campus 
community that values and respects all members of the institution.  
Systemic and Institutional Change
In order to make improvements in the campus racial climate, institu-
tions will need to begin with a process of thoroughly assessing institu-
tional policies, procedures, and processes to determine which systems 
construct racial barriers for students of color. Institutions can utilize 
Hurtado et al.’s (1998) framework to assess and develop strategies for cre-
ating systemic and institutional change in relation to the campus racial 
climate. This framework encourages institutions to evaluate campus cli-
mate by examining (a) racial diversity of institutional constituents, (b) 
interpersonal interactions between individuals and groups on diverse 
issues, (c) students’ perceptions of and attitudes about racial/ethnic in-
equity, and (d) institutional history of racial/ethnic discrimination. To 
make improvements institutions must assess and give attention to these 
four institutional dimensions. 
First, institutions must acknowledge and address their historical 
legacy of inclusion and exclusion. Diversity councils should be created 
to review traditions, policies, and practices to determine the systemic 
structures that enable and sustain forms of oppression and privilege 
within the campus community. As Paredes-Collins (2013) noted, “When 
institutions acknowledge their exclusionary past in conjunction with a 
clear commitment to move forward, it can pave the way for a shift in 
both consciousness and culture (p. 133). One change of practice would 
be to restructure the current hierarchical structure of student leader-
ship. Instead of hiring or structuring student leadership positions to be 
hierarchical, institutions could create councils. From a cultural align-
ment, students of color gravitate toward councils because they support 
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the collective or we culture to which they are accustomed to. A council 
structure elicits leadership opportunities for students but does not 
perpetuate the exclusive hierarchical structure. 
Secondly, institutions need to increase racial representation across all 
avenues of the campus community. This process will begin with a careful 
examination of the physical presence of diversity within student, faculty, 
staff, and administrative groups. The first dimension of Smith’s (2009) 
diversity framework, institutional viability and vitality, emphasizes the 
importance of human capital. Efforts will be necessary to increase the 
racial diversity of faculty and staff across academic and co-curricular de-
partments, including higher-level administrative positions. Having di-
verse representation at all levels of institutional life and decision-making 
demonstrates a commitment to building human capacity (Smith, 2009). 
The visibility of this commitment to diversity will communicate the im-
portance the institution assigns to having a multicultural community. 
Furthermore, institutions will need to leverage a variety of solutions 
toward increasing compositional diversity. One example would include 
developing formal and informal mentoring programs or affinity groups 
on campus. Such initiatives can create avenues for students of color to 
have faculty, staff, and mentors with whom they can identify, to whom 
they can relate, and from whom they can learn from as underrepresent-
ed leaders (Ishihara, 2017). Through such programs, students of color 
feel cared for, invested in, and supported. Another solution for offsetting 
the deficit in people of color on campus is inviting community members 
to serve as mentors. Even though these individuals are not employees, 
students can still benefit from those influences. Increasing mentors of 
color as well as implementing mentor programs will communicate an 
institution’s commitment to investing in the success of all students.  
Third, institutions need to focus on developing co-curricular and aca-
demic programs that increase the quality and frequency of interactions 
among faculty, staff, and students from diverse backgrounds. This will 
require the development of a comprehensive diversity plan that empha-
sizes the value of diverse perspectives. Tatum (2003) argues that students 
“need to see themselves reflected in the environment around them – in 
the curriculum, in the faculty and staff, and in the faces of their class-
mates” in order not to feel invisible or isolated (p. 215). 
Finally, institutions should assess the racial climate on campus through 
quantitative and qualitative studies to determine which institutional pol-
icies, procedures, and attitudes do and do not create a sense of belonging. 
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Paredes-Collins (2013) suggested Christian institutions would benefit 
from utilizing the Diverse Learning Environments Survey. This assess-
ment would allow these institutions to assess the climate for diversity, 
diversity initiatives, and diversity learning outcomes. Using nationally-
normed instruments similar to the National Survey of Student Engage-
ment (NSSE) could also be helpful. 
By changing the racial climate of campus by increasing racial repre-
sentation and incorporating comprehensive diversity programs into the 
academic and social fabric of the institution will help decrease the exag-
geration of differences among students.
Safe Spaces
One final way institutions can minimize the pressure students of color 
experience is by creating safe spaces. These spaces allow underrepresent-
ed students to connect, reflect, and share their experiences with students 
who visually represent them and share similar experiences. Study par-
ticipants described such spaces as “home” or “safe havens.” Tatum (2003) 
argued having a safe place “to be rejuvenated and to feel anchored in 
one’s cultural community increases the possibility that one will have the 
energy to achieve academically as well as participate in the cross-group 
dialogue and interaction many colleges want to encourage” (p. 80). As 
other researchers have noted, these “counter-spaces” because they facili-
tate a sense of belonging and provide students a refuge from a racially 
insensitive campus climate (Patton, McEwen, Rendón, & Howard‐Ham-
ilton, 2007; Solorzano et al., 2000). 
Such spaces can be created for racially and ethnically diverse students in 
two ways. First, institutions can establish either an ethnic cultural center 
or intercultural affairs office (Paredes-Collins, 2013; Patton et al., 2007). 
These sites offer space for underrepresented students to meet, openly 
discuss race-related issues, and form community. These counter-spaces 
also offer support, enable subgroup belonging, and implement initiatives 
that educate the campus community about diverse backgrounds and 
cultures (Paredes-Collins, 2013; Patton et al., 2007). Second, institutions 
should work with students to develop ethnic student organizations. Stu-
dents who become involved in these organizations tend to become more 
socially integrated, experience a more profound development of their 
racial/ethnic identity, and find social support. These groups also provide 
a space for underrepresented students to share their voices, advocate 
for the needs of other underrepresented students, and share strategies 
for success. In addition, these organizations offer relationship-building 
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opportunities with other students, faculty, and staff of color. Safe 
spaces need to be an institutional priority, so students of color will 
have a place where they can feel comfortable within the dominantly 
White community.
Institutions must be strategic and intentional in creating opportuni-
ties for encouraging positive minority/majority interactions, making 
systemic institutional changes, and establishing safe spaces on campus. 
Implementing such strategies could minimize students of color’s sense 
of being burdened or obligated to represent their group, while at the 
same time improving the racial climate for diversity on campus. 
Conclusion 
The goal of Christian higher education, from both a mission and faith 
integration standpoint, is to transform students. For students of color, 
this process of transformation needs to be an inclusive one. If institu-
tions of higher education expect to influence the ways students–and stu-
dents of color in particular–develop as leaders, then faculty, staff, and 
administrators need to understand the risks of being a leader of color, 
the critical race perspective, and the influence of the cultural and sys-
temic structures of the campus environment.
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College is a demanding time in a student’s life that often 
requires a willingness to seek help in times of significant dis-
tress. The factors that influence this decision are numerous and 
complex. This study examined the relationship between will-
ingness to seek mental health treatment, gender, and level of 
religiosity and spirituality in students enrolled in a single faith-
based institution. Results suggest that female students were more 
willing to seek help from a mental health professional than 
males, and students who endorsed high levels of religiosity and 
spirituality were more inclined to seek help from a religiously 
affiliated advisor than those who endorsed low levels of religios-
ity and spirituality.
The Relationship of Gender, Spirituality, and 
Willingness to Seek Mental Health Treatment Among 






University life brings a variety of challenges that can lead to significant 
psychological distress. A college student’s decision to seek professional 
help for emotional distress is complex and often impacted by multiple 
variables. In the past, researchers have examined different variables im-
pacting student’s help-seeking attitudes, but there is little research ex-
ploring the help-seeking behaviors of students at faith-based institutions 
(FBI). As a result, this study investigated the influence gender and level 
of spirituality and religiosity have on college students’ willingness to 
seek mental health treatment at an FBI. 
Factors That Influence Willingness for Treatment in College Students
Considerable research has explored what deters people from seeking 
mental health treatment. Although mental health awareness and treat-
ment availability continues to increase, help-seeking behaviors among 
college students is still impeded by mental health stigma. For example, 
LaLonde (2014) found an inverse relationship between perceived stigma 
and attitudes towards help-seeking and intention to seek treatment in 
the future.
One of the most fundamental factors impacting attitudes towards 
seeking mental health treatment is gender. Nam (2010) found that fe-
males have more positive attitudes towards seeking psychological help 
than males and ultimately connected it to gender conflict. For exam-
ple, men consider sensitivity and emotionally expressiveness to be signs 
of weakness versus women who are encouraged to be more attuned to 
their feelings. 
In addition, religious values can impede help-seeking behaviors for 
those with mental health issues. Mayers, Leavey, Vallianatou, and Barker 
(2007) found that prior to therapy, religious clients feared that secular-
based help would weaken their faith. However, at the end of treatment, 
the clients felt as though the therapy had strengthened their faith. An-
other factor influencing whether religious students access treatment has 
to do with the importance of their spiritual and religious beliefs (Kane & 
Jacobs, 2010) They found the majority of students considered their faith 
important enough that they relied on their religious and spiritual values 
to problem solve and cope and believed their faith would give them the 
ability to overcome psychological issues.
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Factors Influencing Willingness to Seek Mental Health Treatment in 
Christian College Students 
Crosby and Varela (2013) conducted a study exploring religious stu-
dents’ preferences for sources of help when seeking mental health treat-
ment. They concluded that defensive theology, conceptualization of 
mental health issues as spiritual problems, and interfaith intolerance 
were the most significant factors that impacted students’ help-seeking 
preference. Their study suggested students who showed high levels of 
defensive theology believed they had a unique connection with their 
God and considered it a special protection in life. Ultimately, those indi-
viduals who displayed high levels of all three factors were likely to seek 
help for emotional distress from a religious advisor, pastor, etc. (Crosby 
& Varela, 2013). In a similar vein, Rasmussen, Yamawaki, Moses, 
Powell, and Bastian (2013) discovered that individuals with high levels 
of intrinsic religious motivation were more inclined to seek help from 
religious sources. 
However, Kane and Green (2009) discovered significant differences in 
help-seeking attitudes between university students that had received re-
ligious educations and those who had not. They found that those who 
had received religious education in their lives believed relational issues 
were best handled by mental health professionals, whereas those who 
had not received religious education believed issues were best handled 
by oneself or within the family. 
Defining Spirituality and Religiosity 
The present study defines spirituality and religiosity as separate con-
structs. Pargament (1999) provides a useful understanding of spiri-
tuality in contrast to religion: “spirituality is said to be a search for 
meaning, for unity, for connectedness, for transcendence, and for the 
highest human potential. Religion, which has to do with institution and 
formalized belief, is peripheral to the central task of spirituality” (p. 6). 
For the purpose of this study, more concise definitions of Pargament’s 
understanding of the terms spirituality and religiosity has been used. 
Hypotheses
To date, there has been limited research investigating the factors re-
lated to students’ help-seeking behaviors at FBIs. This study examines 
the impact gender and level of spirituality and religiosity have on college 
students’ willingness to seek mental health treatment.
Participants were divided into groups based on high and low religios-
ity and high and low spirituality. Using a mean split, participants that 
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fell within plus or minus 0.5 standard deviations were removed from the 
data. Participants that fell outside plus or minus 0.5 standard deviations 
were ranked as high or low.
The following hypotheses were tested. Hypothesis A: Female students 
will report more willingness to seek help from a mental health profes-
sional than male students Hypothesis B: Students who endorse higher 
levels of religiosity will report more willingness to seek help from a 
religiously affiliated advisor and less willingness to seek help from a 
mental health professional. Hypothesis C: Students who endorsed higher 
levels of spirituality will report more willingness to seek help from a reli-
giously affiliated advisor and less willingness to seek help from a mental 
health professional.
Data was analyzed using four 2x2 ANOVAs. In the first two 2x2 
ANOVAs, the independent variables were gender and religiosity and the 
dependent variables were willingness to seek treatment from a mental 
health professional and willingness to seek treatment from a religious-
ly affiliated advisor. In the second two 2x2 ANOVAs, the independent 
variables were gender and spirituality and the dependent variables were 
willingness to seek treatment from a mental health professional and 
willingness to seek treatment from a religiously affiliated advisor. 
Methods
Participants
The survey asked students from a single faith-based institution to rate 
their level of willingness to seek help for a personal problem from either 
a mental health professional or a spiritual mentor/advisor as well as their 
level of religiosity and spirituality. The survey was sent to 2,400 under-
grads and 655 responded. Of those, 416 were included after the mean 
split of plus or minus 0.5 standard deviation was removed for religios-
ity (for a final “used” response rate of 17.3%). For spirituality, 337 were 
included after the mean split of plus or minus 0.5 standard deviation 
was removed (for a final “used” response rate of 14.0%). The sample was 
comprised of undergraduate students from the ages of 18 to 42 with a 
mean age of 20. The sample was 64% female and 36% male. Racial de-
mographics for the sample showed that 78% of students identified as 
White; 1% African American; 5% Hispanic or Latino/a; 9% Asian or Pa-
cific Islander; 1% American Indian, Alaskan Native, or Native Hawai-
ian; 4% Biracial or Multicultural; and 2% Other. The class ranks of the 
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sample were 24% freshman, 26% sophomore, 29% junior, and 21% senior 
undergraduate students. 
Instruments
This study utilized The Duke University Religion Index (DUREL) 
and The Daily Spiritual Experience Scale (DSES). The DUREL is a brief 
5-item measure of religiosity that examines the relationship between re-
ligion and health outcomes. It was designed to be included in epidemio-
logical surveys and was developed for use in large cross-sectional and 
longitudinal observational studies. The assessment examines the three 
major dimensions of religiosity: organizational religious activity, non-
organizational religious activity, and intrinsic religiosity (Koenig, 2010). 
For purposes of this study, the anchors on the DUREL were reversed so 
that lower scores indicate higher levels of religion. This was done to be 
consistent with the anchor direction on the DSES. 
The DSES is a 16-item survey that measures “a person’s perception of 
the transcendent (God, the divine) in daily life and his or her percep-
tion of his or her interaction with or involvement of the transcendent 
life” (Underwood, 2002). The items are intended to measure experience 
rather than particular beliefs; therefore, they are designed to surpass 
the boundaries of any specific religion. Religiosity was measured using 
items on the DUREL, while spirituality was measured using the DSES. 
An individual’s willingness to seek help from either a mental health 
professional or a religiously affiliated advisor was measured using the 
General Help Seeking Questionnaire (GHSQ). The GHSQ was designed 
to evaluate intentions to seek help from different sources and for dif-
ferent problems (Wilson, 2005). For the purpose of this study, data was 
collected from students who endorsed items 1.e (Mental Health Profes-
sional [e.g., psychologist, social worker, counselor]) and 1.h (Minister or 
religious leader [e.g., Priest, Rabbi, Chaplain]).
In summary, this study assessed students’ willingness to seek help 
for a personal problem from a mental health professional or a spiri-
tual mentor/advisor as well as their self-reported level of spirituality 
versus religiosity. 
Procedure
Students received all survey items electronically, via Survey-
Monkey, through their school-affiliated email. It was structured 
concisely and clearly stated what was being asked of the  respondents, 
why they were selected, what the survey was about, and who was 
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conducting it. The email also explicitly mentioned that the data would 
be kept confidential. 
Results
Descriptive Demographic Data
Demographic data was collected using a seven-item demo-
graphic questionnaire. Level of Christian commitment gave stu-
dents four different options. The results indicated that 73% of 
students reported their relationship with Christ was a very important 
part of their lives, 18% reported their relationship with Christ was a 
somewhat important part of their lives, 4% reported their relationship 
with Christ was not a very important part of their lives, and 5% reported 
they did not have a relationship with Christ. The average number of years 
students reported considering themselves Christian was 13. Religious 
affiliation results showed that 58% considered themselves Evangeli-
cal/Protestant, 3% Catholic, 1% Mormon, 1% Orthodox Christian, 
31% Other Christian, 1% Jewish/Muslim/Hindu/Buddhist, and 5% No 
Religion or Faith. 
All of the participants were surveyed using the DUREL and DSES to 
assess their level of religiosity and spirituality, respectively. In order to 
establish “high” and “low” religiosity and spirituality, a plus or minus 
0.5 standard deviation mean split was used. For the DUREL the mean 
score was 11.05 and 0.5 standard deviation was 2.39. Therefore, all par-
ticipants that scored above 13 were considered “low” and those that were 
below 9 were “high.” For the DSES the mean score of the students was 
39.37 and 0.5 standard deviation was 8.72; therefore, all participants that 
scored greater than 48 were considered “low” and those that were below 
31 were “high.” Means and standard deviations can be found in Table 1. 
Table 1. DUREL and DSES Means and Standard Deviations
Gender  DUREL  DSES
Male  x— = 10.98  SD = 4.36  x—  = 40.89  SD =16.15
Female  x—  = 11.01 SD = 4.94  x—  = 38.38  SD =18.05
Total  x—  = 11.05  SD = 4.78  x—  = 39.37  SD =17.45
Results of Hypotheses
The first analysis examined the relationship between gender, religios-
ity, and willingness to seek help from a mental health professional. No 
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significant difference was found based on level of religiosity (F(1, 415) = 
.503, p = .479, d = -0.106). However, a significant difference was found 
based on gender (F(1, 415) = 5.436, p = .020, d = -0.234), showing that 
female students were more willing to seek help from a mental health 
professional than males. No interaction effect was found (F(1, 415) = 
.571, p = .450). Overall, the analysis revealed that female students were 
more willing to seek help from a mental health professional but level of 
religiosity did not significantly influence willingness to seek help from 
a mental health professional. Means and standard deviations for gender 
and religiosity can be found in Table 2.
Table 2. Willingness to Seek Help from a Mental Health Professional;  
Gender x Religiosity 
Religiosity Gender Mean Standard Deviation N
High Male 2.848 1.717 79
Female 3.123 1.574 179
Low Male 2.840 1.434 50
Female 3.378 1.641 111
The second analysis examined the relationship between gender, religi-
osity, and willingness to seek help from a religiously affiliated advisor. A 
significant difference was observed in students based on their level of re-
ligiosity (F(1, 415) = 66.321, p = .000, d = .920), indicating that students 
with a higher level of religiosity were more likely to seek help from a 
religiously affiliated advisor. However, gender did not show a significant 
difference on willingness to seek help from a religiously affiliated advi-
sor (F(1, 415) = 2.418, p = .121, d = 0.135), and there was no interaction 
effect (F(1, 415) = 1.189, p = .479). The results suggest that students who 
endorsed higher levels of religiosity are more willing to seek help from a 
religiously affiliated advisor. Means and standard deviations for gender 
and religiosity can be found in Table 3.
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Table 3. Willingness to Seek Help from a Religiously Affiliated Advisor;  
Gender x Religiosity 
Religiosity Gender Mean Standard Deviation N
High Male 4.063 1.522 79
Female 3.922 1.602 179
Low Male 2.820 1.466 50
Female 2.441 1.475 111
The third analysis examined the relationship between gender, spiritu-
ality, and willingness to seek help from a mental health professional. No 
significant difference was found for gender (F(1, 336) = 2.762, p = .100, 
d = -0.195), or spirituality (F(1, 336) = .365, p = .546, d = -0.082), and 
no interaction effect was found (F(1,336) = .589, p = .443). The results 
from this analysis indicate that neither students’ gender nor their level 
of spirituality affect their willingness to seek help from a mental health 
professional. Means and standard deviations for gender and spirituality 
can be found in Table 4.
Table 4. Willingness to Seek Help from a Mental Health Professional;  
Gender x Spirituality 
Religiosity Gender Mean Standard Deviation N
High Male 2.875 1.658 48
Female 3.037 1.565 107
Low Male 2.845 1.489 71
Female 2.289 1.660 114
The fourth analysis examined the relationship between gender, spiri-
tuality, and willingness to seek help from a religiously affiliated advisor. 
No significant difference was found between males and females on their 
willingness to seek help from a religiously affiliated advisor (F(1, 336) = 
2.925, p = .088, d = 0.135). However, results indicated a significant dif-
ference based on level of spirituality (F(1, 336) = 38.767, p = .000, d = 
0.709). There was no interaction effect (F(1, 336) = .096, p = .757). Over-
all, the analysis revealed students that endorsed higher levels of spiritu-
ality were more willing to seek help from a religiously affiliated advisor. 
Means and standard deviations for gender and spirituality can be found 
in Table 5.
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Table 5. Willingness to Seek Help from a Religiously Affiliated Advisor; Gen-
der x Spirituality 
Religiosity Gender Mean Standard Deviation N
High Male 4.042 1.649 48
Female 3.785 1.649 107
Low Male 2.958 1.535 71
Female 2.588 1.533 114
Discussion
The primary goal of the current study was to develop an increased 
understanding of help-seeking behaviors during times of a personal or 
emotional problem. Specifically, this study sought to understand the 
relationship between willingness to seek mental health treatment, 
gender, and level of religiosity and spirituality in students enrolled in a 
single faith-based institution. 
Three hypotheses were set forth to investigate the relationship between 
the aforementioned variables. The first hypothesis proposed female stu-
dents would report more willingness to seek help from a mental health 
professional, while male students would report less willingness. Results 
demonstrated that gender is an important variable impacting attitudes 
towards seeking help from a mental health professional because women 
were significantly more likely than men to seek help from a mental 
health professional. (Cohen’s criteria suggest the effect size of gender on 
willingness to seek help from a mental health professional was small.)
The difference between men and women with regard to attitudes 
about seeking help from a mental health professional has been consis-
tently demonstrated by research. Some explanations suggest men feel 
they should be less emotionally expressive and attuned to their feelings, 
which leads to developing negative attitudes and perspectives toward 
seeking mental health services (Nam, 2010). In addition, research has 
also suggested that men typically place less emphasis on close relation-
ships and interpersonal roles. They view themselves more as a collec-
tive self than an interpersonal, independent self, which is a negative 
predictor of willingness to seek help from a mental health professional 
(Koydemir-Ozden, 2010).
As a result, gender is important to consider when reaching out to stu-
dents to advocate for mental health treatment. Because males are less 
44
inclined to seek help from a mental health professional, universities 
should consider mental health outreach methods that are specifically 
targeted for males in order to ensure they receive appropriate services. 
The second hypothesis proposed students who endorse higher levels of 
religiosity would report more willingness to seek help from a religiously 
affiliated advisor and less willingness to seek help from a mental health 
professional. Results from the analysis supported the first part of this hy-
pothesis, indicating students who perceive themselves as religious hold 
more positive attitudes about seeking help from a religiously affiliated 
advisor rather than students with lower levels of religiosity. (Cohen’s cri-
teria suggest the overall effect size for level of religiosity on willingness 
to seek help from a religiously affiliated advisor was large.) However, no 
difference in willingness to seek help from a mental health provider was 
found based on level of religiosity.
These findings support prior research that examined the role of reli-
giosity in willingness to seek help from a religiously affiliated advisor. 
Some have suggested that people’s religious beliefs allow them to deal 
with emotionally distressing situations, ranging from depression to sub-
stance abuse (Kane & Jacobs, 2010). Studies also suggest individuals who 
already had positive experiences with religiously affiliated advisors in 
the past, such as clergy, were more likely to prefer that resource over 
a mental health professional (Kane & Jacobs, 2010). Because the study 
assessed students’ levels of religiosity based on their church attendance, 
participation in religious practices, and integration of their religion into 
all aspects of their lives, it is not surprising this present study found 
similar results. 
Overall, the results from the analysis lend additional support to the 
idea that religious beliefs are a predictor of positive attitudes toward 
seeking help from a religiously affiliated advisor. While those in emo-
tional distress likely find value in seeking support and comfort from 
ministers and religious leaders, it is important that those suffering from 
acute mental illnesses receive treatment from a qualified mental health 
professional as well. One possible concern that arises from people going 
to religious advisors when experiencing mental health issues is that 
religiously affiliated advisors frequently lack adequate training in mental 
health treatment, and they may not always be an adequate resource for 
those experiencing acute mental illness. 
The third hypothesis proposed that students who reported a higher 
level of spirituality would report more willingness to seek help from a 
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religiously affiliated advisor and less likely to see a mental health pro-
fessional. Results from the analysis supported the first half of this hy-
pothesis. Those reporting higher levels of spirituality were considerably 
more willing to see a religiously affiliated advisor than those reporting 
low levels of spirituality. However, despite the hypothesis that higher 
levels of spirituality would be related to lower willingness to see a mental 
health professional, this was not found to be the case. 
In summary, the results from this study revealed high levels of both re-
ligiosity and spirituality strongly increase one’s willingness to see a reli-
giously affiliated advisor. Because previous research has frequently dem-
onstrated that religious and spiritual values present a distinct challenge 
to psychology, it is important to highlight the fact that both groups were 
equally willing to see a mental health professional (Bergin, 1980). How-
ever, results also indicate that level of religiosity and spirituality appears 
to be unrelated to students’ willingness to see a mental health provider. 
Limitations and Future Research
This study relied on a sample from a single faith-based university that 
represented a predominantly White and traditional college-aged pop-
ulation; therefore, generalization to other universities or other adult 
populations should be done with caution. Second, as with most survey 
methodology, there is always the potential for self-selection bias among 
participants. Even though the response rate was 27.7%, the results may 
have been impacted by this selection bias. Further research and use of 
this survey among non-Christian and more racially diverse respondents 
might provide important additional insights into the relationship be-
tween religious and spiritual perceptions and help-seeking behaviors.
One additional area for future research for FBI involves assessing the 
level of counseling training their campus spiritual advisors (e.g., chap-
lains, campus pastors, pastoral counselors) have received. Two impor-
tant aspects of this training would include how to best support those 
coming to them for counseling (basic counseling skills) and learning to 
recognize the signs and symptoms of more severe mental illness that 
would benefit from a referral to a mental health professional.
Conclusion
This study examined the relationship between willingness to seek 
mental health treatment, gender, and level of religiosity and spiritual-
ity in students enrolled in a single faith-based institution. Results re-
vealed that female students were more willing to seek help from a mental 
health professional than males, and students who endorsed high levels 
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of religiosity and high levels of spirituality were more inclined to seek 
help from a religiously affiliated advisor than those who endorsed low 
levels of religiosity and low levels of spirituality. 
These results also provide guidance for higher education which has 
seen a dramatic increase in counseling demand from their students in 
recent years. Given that highly religious and spiritual students are will-
ing to address their concerns with religiously affiliated advisors, ensuring 
that these individuals are available to students, are adequately trained, 
and that students know how to access these individuals could both ben-
efit the students and relieve some of the excess counseling demand that 
university counseling centers are experiencing.
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Abstract
For many contemporary evangelical Christians, the concept of 
consent tends to evoke marked squeamishness. Popular essays 
have construed consent as a mark of a dangerous, God-forsaking 
world or of a modernity that can only form shallowly contractual, 
liability-avoiding relationships (Franks, 2017; Harrison Warren, 
2017). But revelations of abuse and assault by high-profile per-
petrators in contexts as varied as sports, entertainment, educa-
tion, and, yes, churches, should prompt renewed deliberation. 
This review essay engages with Donna Freitas’s work on consent 
to argue that Christians in higher education ought to heed her 
wisdom and adapt such conversations. The essay traces Freitas’s 
research-driven definitions and recommendations before show-
ing how consent actually holds a prime, intersectional place in 
Christian formation, ignored at our peril.
Freitas, D., J., 2018
New York: Oxford University Press
Review and Discussion by Kirsten L. Guidero, PhD 
In Praise of Consent: Why Talking About Sex on 
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“Universities are meant to be institutions that work for a better soci-
ety and humanity, that work toward the ‘common good.’ Tearing down 
rape culture in order to build a culture of consent is one of those great 
common goods” (Freitas, 2018, p. 192). 
Donna Freitas would like our attention, please—and after that, our 
full investment. Consent on Campus opens with a horrifying account of 
sexual assault narrated almost casually by a young woman who thought 
it simply normal campus life (Freitas, 2018, pp. 3-5; unless noted, hereaf-
ter all parenthetical citations reference this source). Freitas isn’t buying. 
She’s on a mission to eradicate such experiences, which requires first 
identifying them as the consequence of entrenched misogyny. Freitas 
has produced an avalanche of research to back up this claim. Uncon-
vinced readers need only consult the examples and footnotes in Con-
sent’s first chapter, examine her earlier Sex and the Soul: Juggling Sexual-
ity, Spirituality, Romance, and Religion on America’s College Campuses 
(Freitas, 2008; hereafter, S&S), or just peruse the news. Netflix’s recent 
release of the excellent Unbelievable also offers a good entry point into 
these conversations. Those making assault claims (most often, but not 
always, women) are treated with skepticism, ignorance, and sometimes 
overt hostility: claims are distrusted, misrepresented, or even downright 
buried. In addition, Freitas notes the prevalence of retribution against 
those who report assault. Though not limited to college campuses, in 
higher education contexts the fear of liability and bad press plus the abil-
ity to intimidate and silence younger persons specially twists the pursuit 
of justice (pp. 7-14). By the end of her introduction, Freitas advocates for 
another way, where the careful building of a culture of consent develops 
senses of “sexual agency, desire, and communication” so that we “talk 
honestly and openly about sex” (p. 15). Christian higher education must 
sit up and take notice.
Analysis
Because consent frequently masquerades as legal whack-a-mole for 
the a moral exchange of sexual favors (Franks, 2017), Freitas spends 
chapters 1-3 debunking those iterations. Coming under particular fire 
are Title IX, university policies on sexual activity, and views of alcohol. 
First, Freitas explains Title IX’s mutations from the Obama to Trump 
administrations, giving special attention to the role of mandatory 
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reporting and standards of proof. Reporting requirements are meant to 
keep colleges from ignoring claims as they have in the past, but by auto-
mating action, they can stoke shaming and bullying reprisals, which may 
“convince victims to stay silent rather than confide in a trusted adult” (p. 
31). Freitas also points to federal 2017 changes allowing colleges to re-
quire a higher burden of proof, which ignores the fact that assaults usu-
ally lack eyewitnesses (p. 33). (Since publication, new regulations make 
it even more difficult for survivors to bring claims forward or to seek 
protection from assaulters.) Thus, Freitas warns, “Title IX should remain 
a last resort for the people who populate our campuses” (p. 35). A more 
proactive culture of consent can prevent assault. But such a culture re-
mains out of reach when sexual activity policies overly focus on consent 
as easily articulated completely, articulately, and verbally. Freitas quotes 
several campus examples, then deftly eviscerates them: they expect stu-
dents to magically become adept at expressing themselves clearly and 
openly on subjects they may have little practice discussing, the pressure 
to conform to scripts that promote sexual violence remains potent, and 
the probability remains high that even if someone manages to plainly 
express their wishes, the other person may not be engaged, listening, and 
committed to respecting those boundaries (pp. 42-58). In other words, 
without forming a full culture of consent, our policies (whether affirma-
tive or restrictive) actually set us up for failure. Experimentation with 
alcohol or other substances can certainly worsen these effects, especially 
binge drinking (pp. 63-69). Yet Freitas reminds us that while drinking 
lowers inhibitions, myopically focusing on restricting access will still 
miss the point: alcohol use can drive contexts to favor sexual violence, 
but does not actually create the propensity to assault (p. 62). 
What does? Problematic, deeply engrained narratives of sex and 
gender. Freitas exposes assault as fostered by underlying narratives cast-
ing others (not always, but most often women) as objects for one’s sexual 
disposal, best taken advantage of when incapacitated (p. 4). Freitas’s re-
search from S&S, cited in Consent chapter 4, overwhelmingly demon-
strates that students believe being sexually active involves a competition 
to care less, not get attached, and conclude quickly (pp. 79-81). Freitas 
argues that a theoretical right to casual sex has created the expectation 
and then requirement of hookup culture, which thwarts students’ actual 
desires into a codified script (p. 86). Her interviews suggest students 
don’t actually want sex like this. They overwhelmingly cannot shake 
the immense pressures of hookup culture, which punishes those who 
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don’t play along just as much as those who are its casualties (pp. 84-96). 
Though a sexual monoculture seems her main takeaway for why hookup 
culture so quickly foments assault, Freitas notes that “the better every-
one is at fulfilling the social contract of nonattachment, the less likely 
people are to call an encounter a sexual assault, because they aren’t sup-
posed to care what happened anyway” (p. 88). An expectation for casual 
sexual encounters ends up enabling perpetrators. Speaking up about as-
sault breaks the hookup code of silence and exposes ambiguities in con-
sent standards (p. 88).  
But this framework governs essentialist (or “traditional”) gender roles 
just as much as it runs hookup culture. Chapter 5 showcases a blistering 
investigation of how views of men as sexually voracious and aggressive 
creates self-fulfilling prophecies. “We uncritically socialize boys and men 
to be aggressors: on the playing field, in the workplace, in the bedroom. 
To be a man is to assert one’s power and superiority over others, espe-
cially women” (p. 107). If boys “are still raised to believe that power and 
acclaim are their birthright,” women’s success is cast as a threat worth 
squashing (p. 108). If boys are taught that emotional intelligence makes 
them not a real man, they are pressured into “performing the disrespect 
of women and the disrespect of sex” (p. 104). Capacities for empathy 
dwindle. Meanwhile, chapter 6 explores bodies rendered vulnerable by 
not being male, white, athletic, straight. Freitas characterizes certain 
bodies as the “good” ones worthy of “worship” as campus models of per-
fection, whether that occurs through athletics, fraternity/sorority life, or 
otherwise (pp. 111-115). On Christian campuses, chapel musicians and 
student leaders should be considered, especially males whose status in 
those roles remains the long-cherished norm. Other bodies represent 
extraneous, less important issues; their flourishing is optional, while 
male success is “normal” and to be protected at all costs (p. 116). Those 
suffering assault were probably asking for it; therefore they deserve to 
be shamed, blamed, and discounted (pp. 122-129). So, Freitas contends, 
“[i]n our culture, a single man’s body can be deemed so valuable that it 
warrants the covering up of rapes” (p. 114). 
Chapters 7 through 9 then unfold Freitas’s proposals for a more com-
plex, richly developed culture of consent. This culture remains possible 
if we only jettison our own cynicism, attend to consent as “a way of being 
toward others” (p. 135, emphasis original), view sexual ethics as part 
of the wholehearted fabric of communal life rather than boring prud-
ishness, and articulate a starting framework for consent (pp. 133-146). 
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Such a framework centers others’ holistic well-being, reclaims the need 
for careful communication, requires non-violence, promotes continual 
work to understand oneself as a sexual being and knows such work is 
always in flux, highlights empathy and compassion to champion sex as 
part of social justice and vice versa, accepts sexual diversity, recognizes 
that all sex involves ethics, and acknowledges sex as a community issue 
(pp. 139-144). It also appreciates commitments such as those people of 
faith may make to reserve sexual activity for marriage. In other words, 
teaching consent on campus does not require everyone to be sexually 
active, nor does it imply that refusing sex makes one inferior. By pon-
dering character, consent actually brings those voices back to the table. 
Freitas encourages moving headlong into these conversations, making 
classrooms spaces for critical inquiry. Examining pop culture, univer-
sity policies, or literature surfaces inherited scripts. Dialogue slowly 
builds the capacity to interrupt problematic narratives and create resil-
ient, truth-telling, consensual communities (pp. 147-166). Freitas con-
cludes by turning back to faculty and the classroom as underdeveloped 
resources, including suggestions for curricular development and helpful 
instigating questions (pp. 167-192). We must, she urges, “open up the 
intellectual domain to conversations about consent and sexual violence” 
as well as rigorously uncover our own biases—about what counts as aca-
demic concerns, about sex, about gender—in order to make universities 
truly educative.
Faith-Based Applications
Lest Christian readers quickly move past this book, I maintain that 
perhaps we most especially should heed her words. As I reflect on my 
experiences at one Catholic, one mainline Protestant, and two evangeli-
cal Protestant institutions, much resonates with Freitas’s views. Though 
important nuances distinguish these contexts, dual faculty and student 
development roles at all three types of institutions surfaced worrying 
common trends. 
In my experience, with one hand Christian campuses often try to hold 
together spiritual formation and intellectual pursuits. But when it comes 
to sex, the other hand quickly clamps shut, denying the integration of 
faith and learning that we claim as our institutional birthrights. Our at-
titude seems to be similar to how my dog reacts when she has been (un-
characteristically) naughty: if we just avoid eye contact and pretend this 
is not happening, it should go away at no cost to anyone. Or, perhaps we 
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look up from our piously crossed paws just long enough to throw off a 
few platitudes about how great sex is in the right context and how ter-
rifyingly corruptive anywhere else. So knock it off, dear students, and 
muscle your way into marriage, the certificate of which will instantly 
convert all your confusion into a gorgeously sanctified and redemptively 
dreamy sex life. 
But anyone who has been really listening to our students and grads 
(and maybe ourselves?) knows that this attitude fails Christian forma-
tion for at least three reasons:
1) no matter how cleverly we word our conduct statements and skill-
fully accompany students, some will be sexually active anyway. Do we 
count them lost causes and confine our engagement to more strenu-
ously forbidding certain behaviors, instilling guilt, and doling out puni-
tive measures? Freitas’s works show that the silence enabling assault in 
hookup cultures may be just as operative in our very different climates, 
with the same disastrous effects.
2) however eagerly and earnestly marriage is pursued as a holy en-
deavor, converting “sex = forbidden” to “sex = authorized, approved, 
endorsed, encouraged, and maybe even required” generates formidable 
dissonance. We know that a healthy sexual ethic concerns all of oneself 
(see S&S, ch. 8-9). Yet Christian approaches to sex often advocate sepa-
rating the will, desire, and practice. This rips us apart, imprinting pat-
terns that cannot be undone by a few pre-marital counseling sessions or 
even faith-filled wedding ceremonies. Overcoming such whiplash en-
tails long-term conversion. Again, Freitas’s call for critically examining 
our whole selves compels attention.
3) moreover, stamping practices with the label “Christian” does not 
automatically guarantee just sex—including within Christian marriage. 
All the vows, sermons, statements of faith, and Bible studies did not stop 
Southern Baptist pastors, elders, and volunteers from systematically sex-
ually abusing (and then enabling and covering up the abuse of) the most 
vulnerable in their midst (most often, women, other at-risk adults, and 
children) (Downen et al., 2019). Similar vows, sermons, prayers, and 
sacraments did not keep Catholic cardinals, bishops, priests, and volun-
teers from systematically sexually abusing (and then enabling and cov-
ering up the abuse of) the most vulnerable in their midst (most often, 
women, other at-risk adults, and children) (Rezendes et al., 2002). Nor 
did faithful Christian life inoculate survivors against those who preyed 
upon them. Engaging in what we call formative Christian practices does 
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not magically create just sexuality. Here, Freitas’s research complicates 
a recent Christianity Today article advancing a sexual ethics of “repen-
tance, renewal, and obedience” generated by the church over and against 
the world’s “consensual, mutual fulfillment” (Harrison Warren, 2017). 
The full impact of Freitas’s critiques hits home for Christians: we, too, 
have created cultures of assault, of power hierarchies and exploitation, of 
cover-up. We do not have the right to proclaim that we alone articulate 
and practice healthy sexuality. In other words, put more strongly, Chris-
tian higher education communities, like our churches and surrounding 
culture, stand convicted of rape culture. Until we recognize and eradi-
cate it, we remain its ensnared enablers. 
Theological Interventions
The bleak picture I have just sketched pushes us to acknowledge just 
how badly things are broken before we try to repair anything. But I do 
believe a better way is possible. I offer here a brief investigation that pro-
motes teaching consent as Freitas recommends. I take three steps: un-
covering the roots of consent in early theologies of the will; describing 
the will’s characteristics and role; and reconsidering the will for both sex 
and broader Christian maturity.
1. Consent’s Early Roots
In 410, Rome reeled after the Visigoth invasion. The many survivors 
of rape presented a theological crisis: were they implicated in guilt? Per-
manently defiled? To recollect this historical point of view even if only 
to challenge it rightly makes us wince. Writing City of God in response, 
Augustine arguably pioneers the notion of sexual consent. Regrettably, 
he still treats female bodily integrity as destroyed by sex. Helpfully, he 
declares that a body governed by a holy will becomes holy itself, so that 
“while the will remains firm and unshaken, nothing that another person 
does with the body, or upon the body, is any fault of the person who suf-
fers it” (Book I, ch. 16). Those who do not consent, even if they experi-
ence pleasure, bear no guilt (Book I, ch. 16-18). Augustine teaches us that 
consent is not a flawed modern invention. In our world as in his, when 
bodies are subjected to others’ force, responsibility must lie not with the 
one forced but the one exerting force. Yet when Augustine centers per-
sonal integrity on the will as framed in opposition to the body, he risks 
pulling apart body and will. Holiness rooted in the will seems something 
outside of or over and against the body’s vulnerability. While his moves 
negate the views he saw as problematic, they can ultimately be used to 
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justify overlooking the impacts of and responsibility for violence, which 
after all, marks and changes us as ensouled bodies, enfleshed wills (Tess-
man, 2005). We cannot escape the multi-faceted impacts of our own and 
others’ actions by retreating to our wills as if they hover beyond our 
flesh. We need a more holistic view.
2. Characteristics & Actions of the Will
Augustine’s ideas stem from deeply reading the Gospels, which depict 
Jesus turning his human will to God throughout his life, culminating 
with the agony in Gethsemane. In 681, this understanding was codi-
fied as the doctrine of dyothelitism. Jesus holds two wills: one human, 
and thus capable of development; the other, divine and thus unchanging, 
shared with the Father and the Spirit. Jesus’s faithfulness does not consist 
of the Father overpowering the Son (or else God would have two wills 
and be split), or even of Jesus’s divine will subordinating his human will. 
Rather, Jesus’s human will radically and fruitfully collaborates with the 
divine will; this is what marks it as truly freed. By the late 1200s, Thomas 
Aquinas promotes similar behavior for Christian maturity. Each person 
must shape her life according to divine revelation. Her will mediates her 
contemplation of God’s truth with her actions, ultimately enabling her 
to imitate God’s own freedom. Such freedom does not entail proliferat-
ing options but rather enacting goodness across all areas of life (Summa 
contra Gentiles Book III, ch. 22-32; Commentary on the Sentences Book 
IV, distinction 49). The will matters not just for brute strength (as if ac-
tions could be removed from their contexts) but also for realizing the 
multitudinous ways we rely upon one another to form God’s household. 
A human will’s consent to God denotes neither “white-knuckling it” nor 
“willy-nilly-free-for-alls” but rather bridges the values stemming from 
our knowledge of God with our bodily desires and practices. Acknowl-
edging how actions affect us as total beings allows the will to contribute 
to the flourishing of person, community, and cosmos. 
3. Will & Holistic Consent for Christian Maturity
Thus, our need to understand, teach, and practice consent does not 
stop with sex. But let’s start there. As Brit Marley wrote in 2017, true 
sexual consent requires attending to how economic or social inequity 
exerts pressures and compulsions. Teaching sexual consent therefore 
demands Christians start having more honest conversations about in-
equity in our midst. (I can already hear the gender role war machinery 
moving into attack formation. May I respectfully suggest that this is the 
wrong way to view sex, the will, and indeed all of Christian life? If we are 
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concerned that talking about consent might liberate “too much,” what 
business do we have preaching a salvation that would at all include the 
redemption of our wills? If equity causes fretting over gender roles, the 
issue is not this review, Freitas, or even consent. Our real problem is 
saying we worship a Savior who radically overthrew the gender roles of 
his day by relying solely upon a woman’s consent, with no male involve-
ment, to receive her genetic material and gestation for the constitution 
of his human nature. Our real problem is trying to claim a Savior who, 
during a time when women’s testimony bore no legal weight, relied on 
his mother’s testimony to substantiate the miracle of his birth and Mary 
Magdalene’s testimony to attest to the miracle of his resurrection.) 
It turns out, though, that inequities are not restricted to gender, nor are 
they only operative in sex. Power dynamics either free or constrict wills 
across all places of consent, for all of ourselves, for all decisions. The 
doctrines of sin and salvation suggest that our wills are not already free, 
but they might become more so. With Marley, Freitas, Augustine, and 
Thomas, we glimpse how the development of the will can transform all of 
our lives. How are our motives, notions of truth, and bodies intersecting 
to promote or inhibit the holistic flourishing of all: in dating, friendship, 
marriage, work, church, community, country, world; through political, 
economic, social frames? Reclaiming consent as a whole-self exercise 
lifts off problematic ways we view ourselves as flat, one-dimensional 
characters—whether that is hierarchical sex roles in hook-up culture or 
gender essentialism in the church—and reminds us that we are interde-
pendent creatures in search of a God redeeming the entire universe. 
Conclusion
Teaching consent indeed helps address our sexual crises by helping 
students better understand what is at stake in sexual behavior—now and 
for a healthy adult life. At the same time, teaching consent does not pre-
suppose or require sexual activity; rather, it helps us re-envision what 
healthily mature Christian relationships might look like across multiple 
settings. We must begin in the middle, in the mess, by starting these 
conversations out loud: in chapel, residence hall life, counseling, small 
groups, and classrooms.
I commend Freitas for both of these books, which my comments 
fail to render full justice, and I recommend them wholeheartedly as a 
way to vision Christian maturity. I am grateful for her dedicated labors 
on behalf of our students’ well-being; for her courage to listen to their 
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experiences; for her persistence in raising the topics. If not on college 
campuses, and especially Christian ones, where? If not her counsel after 
years spent listening to what is really going on in our students’ lives, 
who? As Augustine heard echoing down the block in another time, “take 
and read. Take and read.”
Kirsten L. Guidero is an Assistant Professor of Humanities & Theology for 
the John Wesley Honors College at Indiana Wesleyan University.
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“Expect the end of the world” (Berry, 2013, p. 174). Such a 
phrase in a current book about higher education might be taken 
to refer to the existential enrollment crunch faced by many insti-
tutions as they navigate changing demographics and new expec-
tations from employers and students. But Kentucky’s most read 
farmer-poet, Wendell Berry, uses it in a poem in which he ex-
horts his readers to invest in the millennium and plant sequoias. 
This long-range view of growth and change is what authors Jack 
Baker and Jeffrey Bilbro harness as they explore various prin-
ciples and philosophies expressed by Berry through his poems, 
novels, and essays and how they apply to higher education today. 
Few non-fiction books are as experientially immersive as this 
one. Baker and Bilbro are both faculty in the English department 
at Spring Arbor University and it shows: The book features me-
ticulously constructed chapters that start with an introduction 
based on one of Berry’s fiction works followed by practical sug-
gestions for higher education practitioners and finally wrapping 
up with a meditative dip into Berry’s poetry. The authors explore 
Berry’s writing to build an argument that loving one’s home in a 
certain type of “rooted education” is central to an education that 
focuses on developing full human beings rather than simply cogs 
Baker, J. and Bilbro, J., 2017
Lexington, KY: University Press of Kentucky
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in the corporate machine. It is an ardent defense of the liberal arts that 
focuses on what New York Times columnist David Brooks calls “eulogy 
virtues” rather than the “resume virtues” for which many universities are 
currently known (Brooks, 2016).
The first part of the book establishes the authors’ case that universi-
ties often seek after knowledge in the wrong way: by over-connecting 
it to job viability and by sterilizing our relationship to our work with 
jargon. The divorce of education from meaning has led to a dangerous 
set of outcomes than can include anything from decaying small towns to 
industrial disasters. Berry (through his character Jack Beacham) shows 
that physical work “enacts our love for particular places and people” (p. 
70). It is when one is down in the weeds that one feels responsibility for 
the work being done, and “...work becomes degraded when the worker 
loses responsibility for the thing being made” (p. 74). They posit that 
universities have a responsibility to teach the whole person which in-
cludes the view of oneself in relation to one’s educational material. Baker 
and Bilbro offer a way forward by combining the liberal and practical 
arts to help people stay rooted in the outcomes of their work. Drawing 
from short stories by Berry, they show how his characters are brought 
to similar conclusions. Berry’s fiction acts as a spotlight that shows that 
another way of viewing and designing student formation is possible.
In the second part of the book, Baker and Bilbro highlight key virtues 
that universities should focus on cultivating in order to move away from 
a deracinated form of liberal arts education. Memory of tradition and 
local culture is held up to show the reader that information without form 
or place is useless. Drawing on T.S Eliot’s poem “The Rock,” the authors 
acknowledge that there is a gap between information and knowledge as 
well as between knowledge and wisdom. This gap, they claim, can be 
filled by the memory of people and places which helps students and edu-
cators understand the significance of issues and the people they touch 
upon. Instead of being ivory towers that encourage outsiders to come in 
and make changes without consideration to what has been, universities 
can teach rooted memory not only by talking with local long-standing 
members of the community but also by changing how we view our accu-
mulation of knowledge. Reducing technological reliance (which encour-
ages “uploading” our memories to something external) and memorizing 
poetry or Scripture are some practical strategies the authors offer as uni-
versities seek to root our minds in a local place.
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Furthermore, memory helps students know where limits are and to 
pay homage to the giants on whose shoulders they stand. Humility and 
gratitude are virtues that teach responsible inquiry, drive ethics, and 
help researchers find the boundary between what they are able to do 
and what they should do. Universities have an ethical mandate to help 
engineers, biologists, chemists, and all students in areas of inquiry to 
know that an understanding of consequences formed by humility is tan-
tamount to the search for new knowledge. This gratitude and humility 
is formed by knowing history, people, and places pertinent to one’s area 
of study.
The authors have made it clear that they believe place matters in edu-
cation, and the point is bolstered by Berry’s short story The Wild Birds 
in which Burley Coulter recounts his life, including moving away from 
home and coming back and how he found that his fidelity to his place 
formed him into a man who truly knew and cared for those around him. 
Baker and Bilbro springboard from this to show how universities can 
enrich their curriculum by drawing from local culture and knowledge. 
They exhort universities to teach students to love their local town be-
cause local knowledge matters in a way that globalized cosmopolitanism 
does not, because it is grounded in known people.
Grounding knowledge in real human beings is truly the crux of why 
rooted education matters. Baker and Bilbro finish the book by show-
ing how community and “learning to love the membership” are the ulti-
mate goals of fully developed humans and therefore of rooted education. 
Using Jayber Crow as an example of one who learns to selflessly care 
for his community, the authors argue that knowledge can be a loving 
participation rather than exploitative control. They ask universities to 
consider focusing on attentive study in which knowledge is sought for 
selfless reasons and in which questions guide inquiry rather than hoped-
for answers.
Baker and Bilbro use Berry’s written works to craft a vision of universi-
ties that seek the long-term holistic development of their students. Their 
method of interacting with his fiction and poetry helps the reader steep 
in the ideas rather than merely giving intellectual assent and moving 
on. This in-depth approach is a masterful acting out of the principles 
they espouse; it is an embodied interaction as the reader wrestles with 
the information beyond the mind. This then allows the information a 
chance to move toward knowledge and be applied as wisdom. The only 
drawback of this method is that if a reader is completely unfamiliar with 
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Berry’s fiction, it is possible to get lost in new names of characters. But an 
attentive reader who is unfamiliar Berry will be able to glean the relevant 
details from their introduction sufficiently to follow along.
It can be difficult, however, as universities look for ways to keep their 
doors open to not “love the quick profit,” an inclination that Berry de-
rides. Some of the suggestions and hopes for universities put forward in 
this book may seem too idealistic for institutions fighting to stay afloat. 
But perhaps the quick profit is sneered at because its quickness is not 
only in the coming but also in the going. Baker and Bilbro would assert 
that sequoias give great returns and so will students who are well rooted. 
Higher education practitioners have only a few years in the lives of their 
students in which to invest so they can truly say along with Wendell 
Berry “...that (their) main crop is the forest that (they) did not plant, that 
(they) will not live to harvest” (Berry, 2013, p. 174).
Ben Goller is the Director of Residence Life at LeTourneau University.
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Two upper middle-class, highly-educated white men wrote a 
book on how the problem of campus sexual assault has gotten 
blown out of proportion and that women are “over-reporting” 
sexual assault to the point of false accusations; the term “witch-
hunt” is used copiously regarding universities’ Title IX investiga-
tions. Welcome to The Campus Rape Frenzy: The Attack on Due 
Process at America’s Universities—a book that had potential in 
terms of an underlying compelling argument, evidence to sup-
port the claims, and well-known authorship. However, it lost 
most credibility with the inflammatory and accusatory language, 
a lack of alternate perspectives, clear partisanship, and overall 
misunderstanding of the original intent of Title IX, however 
misconstrued it has become. 
Throughout the ten chapters, Johnson and Taylor describe the 
problem on college campuses as a “rape frenzy” and what has 
contributed to this frenzied perception of an epidemic of sexual 
assault. The main premise of their book, therefore, is to coun-
ter this perception—that the sexual assault epidemic is simply 
a perception, not reality. The authors utilize national news and 
court cases to illustrate their argument that what used to be “kids 
will be kids—get drunk, have sex, and regret it” has turned into 
Johnson, K. C., & Taylor, Jr., S., 2017 
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an accusation of sexual assault, presumed guilty until proven innocent, 
denial of due process, and forever labeled as a sexual predator ruining 
any hope of a future. In addition to individual cases, the authors critique 
the literature describing campus sexual assault statistics, citing incon-
sistencies within the literature between authors, biases, poor sampling 
methods, and a broadening definition of behaviors that are considered 
sexual assault—certainly topics of debate amongst scholars and practi-
tioners. Although all fair criticisms, the authors only offer condemna-
tion. Their argument falls on deaf ears for their lack of perspective-tak-
ing. Moreover, their lack of organization within each chapter leaves a 
reader wandering through pages of stories without a roadmap to the 
intended destination.
Despite offering a chapter on college athletes, Johnson and Taylor offer 
a disproportionate amount of attention to Greek Life and its relationship 
to incidents of sexual assault on college campuses. Moreover, the authors 
devote no time to discussing cases of female respondents and male com-
plainants, or complainants and respondents of the same sex. Given the 
current political context, both seem appropriate and a large misstep to 
exclude from a book that is supposedly focused on the issue of fairness 
and equity. Further to the point of equality (or lack thereof), the authors’ 
clear political bias leapt from the pages, denouncing the Obama admin-
istration’s increased attention on and “radical” federal guidance to Title 
IX practices. 
Throughout the book, I kept questioning why Johnson and Taylor 
repeatedly argued that the college Title IX investigative process needs 
to be more like the legal process—ensuring due process, legal repre-
sentation for both parties, a higher standard of evidence, and innocent 
until proven guilty. But why replicate a process that already exists with 
more authority and power to adjudicate? Rather, why not make more of 
an effort to distinguish the distinctiveness of a campus Title IX inves-
tigation from a criminal sexual violence investigation? One point the 
authors strongly emphasize is that many of the behaviors that are report-
ed and investigated at the institutional level under Title IX would not 
meet a legal definition of a crime; thus, the authors argue that the fact 
that a student can be punished by the institution for sexual misconduct 
that does not meet the legal definition is utterly egregious. But how does 
this argument hold up against other conduct violations that result in 
suspension or expulsion? Do those behaviors meet the legal standard of 
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a crime? And why shouldn’t we address morally reprehensible behavior 
even if it isn’t illegal by definition of the law?
What the authors miss is the possibility that Title IX exists to fill a gap 
that the legal system cannot offer, and vice versa. Proving beyond a rea-
sonable doubt that a sex crime was committed in a “he said, she said” 
case is exceedingly difficult, and a victim might constantly be encoun-
tering his or her rapist in class, affecting concentration in class, mental 
health, academic success, among other things. Title IX says that it is not 
okay for an issue related to that person’s sex to adversely affect his or 
her educational experience. Thus, Title IX offers a way for institutions 
to grant a reprieve to complainants of sexual assault or other forms of 
sex-based discrimination so that he or she can continue their academic 
career to the best of his or her ability. Yet, the authors did not explore the 
original intent of Title IX and why it might be needed as an alternative 
to or parallel to a criminal route. 
To be fair, the authors conducted extensive research on sexual assault 
court cases and media coverage of the Title IX crisis. Moreover, they are 
skilled wordsmiths who leverage language to inflame the issue. None-
theless, their perspective and argument has been lost on me due to their 
inflammatory writing. As I read, I felt my entire sex being accused of the 
ill and unfair treatment of men. Despite false reporting of sexual assault, 
it certainly is not the majority of cases; thus, it cannot be the standard by 
which we write policy or law. 
What the authors do offer is a rationale to consider how we care for 
students who are accused of sexual assault. Just as students who are com-
plainants are our students, so are the respondents. We have a responsi-
bility and a duty to care for all of our students. However, this begs the 
question: How do we effectively and authentically care for both com-
plainants and respondents equitably? How do we say to the complain-
ant, “I believe you,” and to the respondent, “You’re innocent until proven 
guilty”? The authors don’t capture the complexity of this paradox, which 
I believe is important when talking about Title IX investigative proce-
dures. It’s not a black-and-white issue, but riddled with shades of gray. 
If you are looking to stretch your thinking about the issue of campus 
sexual assault, explore the arguments for greater due process in Title IX 
investigations, or want to read something that will have you frowning 
every other paragraph, The Campus Rape Frenzy will fulfill your every 
desire. However, I caution any person who is a survivor of sexual assault 
to read with care.
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Talking about race and racism is difficult. In the context of 
Christian higher education, it may be easier for us to focus on 
the redemptive power of Christ’s work in the world, while ignor-
ing the prophetic laments of the oppressed who face both indi-
vidualized and systematic injustice on a daily basis. Within stu-
dent affairs you may have found yourself ill equipped to mediate 
racialized conflicts. Be it a microaggressive comment rooted in 
ignorance or a blatant racist perspective, students look to their 
campus leaders for de-escalation, answers, and (possibly) justice. 
Wisdom reminds us there are no easy answers to these situations 
and empty platitudes fall drastically short in offering condolenc-
es to a hurt minoritized individual.
In her book, Teaching about Race and Racism in the College 
Classroom, Dr. Cyndi Kernahan, professor of psychology at Uni-
versity of Wisconsin–River Falls, offers an exemplary account for 
engaging students in the topics of race and racism. As a trained 
social psychologist whose scholarly work focuses on teaching 
and learning within higher education, and as one who has had 
years of classroom instructional experience, the author success-
fully integrates two academic fields and offers a comprehen-
sive and pragmatic account for teaching about race. Kernahan’s 
Kernahan, C., 2019 
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clearly states the foundation of her book saying, “This book is about 
teaching race and racism in a way that is not blaming or shaming, a way 
that is compassionate but also relentlessly honest about the realities of 
racism and White supremacy in the United States” (p. 5). Broken into 
six chapters, Kernahan’s book covers many of the dynamics transpiring 
within the college classroom–from faculty and student differences, stu-
dent resistance, developing an identity as a teacher, cultivating a sense 
of belonging, embracing a growth mindset, and ends with suggestions of 
how instructors might develop their course content. Utilizing both an-
ecdotal stories and relying on scientific literature, this text remains clear, 
accessible, and insightful for those wanting to gain a strong foundation 
to teaching and discussing a challenging subject matter. Teaching about 
Race and Racism in the College Classroom, synthesizes content from a 
variety of academic disciplines and offers educators avenues to increase 
their knowledge base and instructional strategies (both in and outside 
of the classroom). In essence, Kernahan discusses “how to teach rather 
than on what to teach” (p. 10), in which these lessons remain directly ap-
plicable to student affairs professionals. 
Though Teaching about Race and Racism in the College Classroom re-
mains an exemplary text, it does present some limitations. First, at times 
Kernahan relied too heavily on anecdotal evidence in order to articulate 
key points. Use of narratives and stories were engaging and productive 
to the text, yet it may leave the reader desiring more references to schol-
arship surrounding the topic of teaching on race and racism. Second, 
the text would have been strengthened through a clearer articulation of 
implementing her suggestions in (and outside of) the classroom. For a 
book about teaching, Kernahan’s section on content delivery (pp. 181-
188) could have offered more substantive directives on how to incor-
porate the content of the book into learning environments. The author 
would have strengthened this text with a simple list of tangible learning 
activities readers could utilize within their own educational practices. 
Yet, perhaps Kernahan is wise enough to understand the complicated 
nuances of curricular settings and refrains from offering prescriptive 
one-size-fits-all teaching practices?  Regardless, some may be left with 
wanting a clearer account of the how to teach such a critical topic.
Amidst some minor limitations, there remain significant takeaways for 
student affairs professionals. A distinguishing feature of this text was in 
Kernahan’s comprehensive vision of what it means to be human in a ra-
cialized society. Being trained in the discipline of social psychology, she 
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accounts for how teaching race is complicated largely because humans 
are complicated. Her articulation of these challenges was to be expected 
in a text such as this, yet her attentiveness to these details lent itself to 
the book’s strength. Kernahan demonstrated a posture of genuine com-
passion for her students and continually reiterated the importance of 
not shaming or embarrassing students for their positions, but educating 
them. The reader’s attention is drawn towards the humanness of those 
whom we strive to educate, which serves as a reminder for student af-
fairs professionals whose relationships with students can easily be con-
textualized by alternative categories which diminishes student humanity. 
Kernahan challenges readers with a call of being firm, yet compassionate 
and reiterates the significance of listening to those whom we are privi-
leged to instruct. 
A second observation of this text comes from Kernahan turning the 
book’s attention from student to instructor. Throughout the text, Ker-
nahan expresses a firm understanding of her positionality as a White 
female instructor teaching race and racism, and acknowledges her own 
limitations from this vantage point. An essential take away for those in 
student affairs is how the author highlights ways in which educators can 
personally develop their own self-efficacy in regards to teaching in the 
areas of race and racism along with managing the power they hold as an 
educator. Kerneham highlights how critical it is for instructors to “know 
themselves” (p. 82), as a means of conceptualizing how we may experi-
ence advantages or disadvantages solely based upon our race or social 
identities. The advice Kernahan provides offers readers an opportunity 
for pause and personal reflection to take account of their own position-
ality and what they bring to an educational setting–perhaps a step often 
overlooked by the nature of our busy and noisy lives. 
An additional consideration gleaned from Teaching about Race and 
Racism in the College Classroom is the articulation of the need to cultivate 
student belonging within our educational contexts. Though the author’s 
content is largely focused on a classroom setting, student affairs profes-
sionals can easily correlate Kernahan’s insight into how one might facili-
tate avenues of connection via student activities programming, within 
residence halls, or in any additional cocurricular environment. Readers 
are reminded the nature of race and racism can be isolating to students 
on a variety of levels regardless of their racial identity. Kernahan offers 
pragmatic suggestions of ways educators can facilitate connection be-
tween instructor and student or from student to student (pp. 99-130) 
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through practices such as creating a positive learning environment (i.e., 
creatively incorporating humor within course content), utilizing reoc-
curring getting to know you practices, and identifying ways in which 
to acknowledge and move beyond negative feelings. We are reminded 
through the author’s account that learning environments become less 
volatile and angst ridden the more successful we are at eliminating feel-
ings of fear and isolation. 
Kernahan’s work, Teaching about Race and Racism in the College Class-
room, offers a proactive response for student affairs professionals willing 
to put in the time and effort to grow as educators of race and racism. In 
light of today’s current events and increasingly diverse student popu-
lations, the question is not “if ” the topic of race and racism arise, but 
“when.”  According to Kernahan, a proper response isn’t to have all the 
answers, but to be familiar enough with scholarly literature surrounding 
racism so we can direct students towards facts verses opinions, to know 
oneself and how we may be implicated within a racialized society, and to 
cultivate a compassionate attitude towards our students in order to draw 
them from fear and isolation into a community of belonging. Whether 
you are a new professional or seasoned administrator, Teaching about 
Race and Racism in the College Classroom remains an transformational 
resource to learn from and grow as the text offers practical steps wherein 
readers are challenged to foster rich learning environments dedicated to 
a critical topic. 
Jeffrey Tabone serves as both the Assistant Director of Programs and 
Student Formation and Assistant Professor of Honors Humanities in the 
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